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Abstract
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This study explores attitudes towards women’s music-making in ancient Rome (c. 120 BC–
130 AD), as expressed in love poetry, satire, letters, historiography, biography, rhetoric and
philosophy. The texts are studied from an intersectional perspective considering gender,
social status, age and ethnicity to explain various attitudes. Gender-theoretical concepts of
differentiation, implementation of hierarchy and master suppression techniques explain the need
for controlling the Roman gender order and women’s music-making. The study demonstrates
that the traditional picture of women musicians as either prostitutes or decent, musically-talented
matrons needs to be nuanced, and that the attitudes were more complex than previously assumed.

Some Roman authors show a positive attitude to women’s musical talents, especially love
poets, but also writers of other genres, as long as it was performed on “appropriate” instruments
in accordance with the social status of the woman in question. The musical skills of a woman
should not override her modesty and virtue. A young woman was encouraged to display musical
talents. This enhanced her beauty and attractiveness in the eyes of a husband-to-be. Older music-
making women were, on the other hand, ridiculed as unrespectable. The labelling of women
musicians in Rome as “non-Roman” could be another way of differentiating non-respectable
from respectable women, but such identifying could also serve to evoke “exotic” attraction, or
for an artist to require a certain status or a sense of belonging.

The results obtained from the ancient Roman sources are further augmented by comparison
with more recent periods in musical history, displaying a long tradition of rather similar attitudes
as a result of patriarchal structures: in seventeenth century Italy Pope Innocent XI in an edict
tried to prohibit women from playing music, since this would be injurious to proper modesty. In
the twenty-first century world-leading women musicians such as Madonna and Mariah Carey
are publicly scorned for their older age in relation to their music-making.

In ancient Rome both women and music needed to be controlled: Music was unpredictable
and could evoke unexpected feelings and temptations, whereas women held the key to pure
marital breed and the Roman family line.

Keywords: Rome, Roman, Music, Music-making, Women, Gender, Patriarchy

Erika Lindgren Liljenstolpe, Department of Archaeology and Ancient History, Classical
archaeology and ancient history, Box 626, Uppsala University, SE-75126 Uppsala, Sweden.

© Erika Lindgren Liljenstolpe 2015

ISBN 978-91-506-2478-6
urn:nbn:se:uu:diva-260751 (http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:uu:diva-260751)

Printed in Sweden by Kph Trycksaksbolaget AB, 2015 



 

 
 
To all music lovers 

  



 

  



 

Contents 
 
 
 
 
Acknowledgements ......................................................................................... 9 

1. INTRODUCTION .................................................................................... 11 
1.1 Objectives of the study ....................................................................... 11 
1.2 Previous research ................................................................................ 15 
1.3 Methods and material ......................................................................... 17 
1.4 Theoretical framework ....................................................................... 21 
1.5 Outline of the study ............................................................................ 23 

2. ROMAN MUSIC-MAKING .................................................................... 25 
2.1 Music in Rome ................................................................................... 25 
2.2 New musical influences...................................................................... 30 

3. GENDERING INSTRUMENTS .............................................................. 38 
3.1 Stringed instruments ........................................................................... 39 
3.2 Wind instruments ............................................................................... 49 
3.3 Percussion instruments ....................................................................... 52 
3.4 Voice .................................................................................................. 56 
3.5 The attitudes of musical theorists ....................................................... 57 
3.6 Concluding remarks ........................................................................... 60 

4. SOCIAL SETTINGS ................................................................................ 67 
4.1 Introduction ........................................................................................ 67 

4.1.1 Professional musicians and social status .................................... 67 
4.1.2 Defining private and public ........................................................ 71 

4.2 Opposed attitudes: Ovid and Juvenal ................................................. 74 
4.3 Music making in love poetry .............................................................. 83 
4.4 Respectable music making ................................................................. 92 
4.5 Rebellious music making ................................................................... 99 
4.6 Concluding remarks ......................................................................... 104 

5. THE IMPORTANCE OF AGE .............................................................. 111 
5.1 Introduction ...................................................................................... 111 
5.2 Youthful accomplishments ............................................................... 112 
5.3 Adult women and their ageing ......................................................... 117 
5.4 Concluding remarks ......................................................................... 121 



 

6. BEING NON-ROMAN .......................................................................... 124 
6.1 Introduction ...................................................................................... 124 
6.2 Greek influences and Roman ambivalence ...................................... 127 
6.3 The dancing Gades-girls ................................................................... 133 
6.4 Other non-Romans ........................................................................... 142 
6.5 Concluding remarks ......................................................................... 144 

7. PLAYING IN THE PATRIARCHY....................................................... 148 
7.1 Differentiation and implementation of hierarchy ............................. 149 
7.2 Master suppression techniques ......................................................... 160 
7.3 The power of music .......................................................................... 164 

8. PULLING UP THE CURTAIN .............................................................. 168 

SUMMARY ................................................................................................ 172 

SAMMANFATTNING ............................................................................... 174 

BIBLIOGRAPHY ....................................................................................... 176 
Ancient sources ...................................................................................... 176 
Modern sources ...................................................................................... 178 
Websites ................................................................................................. 187 

List of figures .............................................................................................. 190 

 
  

  

  



 9

Acknowledgements 

There are so many persons who have been of great importance to me in writ-
ing this book, on a professional as well as on a private level. First of all, my 
deepest gratitude goes to my amazing supervisors who have given me unfail-
ing support and encouragement through these years: to Prof. emer. Gullög 
Nordquist for being a guiding star and source of inspiration ever since I was 
an undergraduate student and first became interested in ancient music, to 
Prof. Hillevi Ganetz, who came in next and provided a fresh and stimulating 
“outside-perspective”, and to Prof. Gunnel Ekroth, who entered the scene at 
half-time, bringing new energy, joyfulness and structure to my work.  

For invaluable help in improving this book by reading my texts at various 
stages, giving important comments as well as good advice, cheerful encour-
agement and friendship I am indebted to my colleagues at the Department of 
Archaeology and ancient history in Uppsala, PhD-colleagues as well as more 
senior colleagues, and in particular the participants of the higher seminar in 
Ancient History. For specialist knowledge and more extensive reading, I 
would particularly like to thank Dr Lisa Hagelin, Dr Ragnar Hedlund, Prof. 
Frands Hershend, Asst. Prof. Lena Larsson Lovén, Dr Birgitta Leppenän 
Sjöberg and Dr Peter Liljenstolpe. Prof. emer. Monica Hedlund has kindly 
and with enormous generosity helped me checking Latin quotations as well 
as suggested several improvements to the text. Also Prof. Christer Henriksén 
has been most helpful on several Latin-related matters. I am greatful to the 
FoGA- network (Forum för genusstudier i antiken) which has been a plat-
form for open-minded and stimulating discsussions on gender-related issues 
in antiquity. Special thanks go to my dear PhD-colleagues Karin Ojala for 
always standing by my side with support and good advice, to my room-
mates Marjaana Kohtamäki and Therese Ekholm, to Fredrik Tobin and 
Patrik Klingborg, who all provided care and friendship. 

I want to express my gratitude to Dr Janet Fairweather and Mr Peter Fish-
er who undertook the punctilious corrections of my English as well as sug-
gesting a number of textual and editorial improvements. Dr. Brita Alroth 
most kindly helped me to check the bibliography. The remaining faults are 
my own, due to last-minute corrections and changes. 

Thanks go to the librarians at the Karin Boye Library, Britt-Marie Eklund, 
Lena Hallbäck and Anne Odenbring. Thank you, Petra Wåhlin Massali, for 
making the cover layout, and Stefania Renzetti at the Swedish institute in 



 10 

Rome who has helped me with permits to museums as well as with other 
practical matters when I was in Rome. 

The faculty of History and Philosophy at Uppsala University provided me 
with the necessary infrastructure and met the financial necessities needed to 
write this thesis. The Department of Archaeology and Ancient History has 
been like a second home, and the Heads of the Department, including the 
present, Prof. Lars Karlsson, as well as the former deputy head, Prof. Paul 
Sinclair, have provided all possible support. I have been awarded scholar-
ships and grants from a number of funds. I would like to express my grati-
tude to the following, who enabled me to travel to conferences and museums 
in Rome, other parts of Italy and elsewhere: Gästrike-Hälsinge nation: 
Göransson-Sandvikens resestipendium; Harald and Tonny Hagendahls min-
nesfond; Sven Kristenssons stiftelse; Nils-Erik Nilssons resestipendium; 
Kungliga humanistiska vetenskaps-samfundet of Uppsala. Financial support 
has also been generously provided by Gästrike-Hälsinge nation: Göransson-
Sandviken stipendium; Vitterhetsakademien (The Royal Swedish Academy 
of Letters): Enbom foundation; Helge Ax:son Johnsons stiftelse; Riddarhuset 
(The House of Nobility): Stiftelsen Hanna Roos af Hjelmsäter testa-
mentsfond; Harald and Louise Ekmans forskningsstiftelse. Permission to 
publish photos has kindly been given by Museo nazionale degli strumenti 
musicali in Rome;  Sopraintendenza per i Beni Archeologici delle Marche di 
Ancona; Mr Jean-Claude Condi and Ms Carole Raddato. 

I want to thank all my musical friends, in particular Cecilia Österholm, for 
helping me to create a healthy distance from my work and give it new ener-
gy by music-making. My deepest gratitude goes to my family: my mother 
Åsa and father Göran (his memory is forever preserved in my heart) who 
have always supported and believed in me, whatever I have done with my 
life. My dear brother Fredrik has eased the burden of everyday logistics dur-
ing stressful periods by providing baby-sitting, and my inspiring sister Anna 
has loyally stood by my side. Together with her I once discovered Rome. My 
parents-in-law, Lars and Monica, thanks for all your support and care. 

Finally, my wholehearted gratitude and love goes to Peter. During this 
last summer of intense writing you have been the greatest support and have 
taken care of all practical matters in our life (including myself). You have 
also been there for stimulating and inspiring discussions as well as encour-
agement and love at the same time. Thank you for everything! Hedvig, Ebba, 
and Gustaf, you have been so patient and understanding when I have been 
working and working. I promise next summer I will spend more time with 
you! And, Gustaf, Mummy’s “book about Rome” is finally finished! 
 
Erika Lindgren Liljenstolpe 
Tensta-Forsa, August 24, 2015 



 11

1. INTRODUCTION 

Now among those women [associates of the insurrectionary Catiline] was 
Sempronia, who had often perpetrated many deeds of masculine daring. In 
birth and appearance, in her husband too and children, she was quite favoured 
by fortune; she was well versed in Greek and Roman literature, at singing to 
the accompaniment of her lyre and at dancing more skilfully than a virtuous 
woman needed to, and in many other accomplishments which are instruments 
of wantonness. But there was nothing which she held so cheap as modesty 
and chastity; you could not easily decide whether she was less sparing of her 
money or her reputation; her lust was so heated that she pursued men more 
often than she was pursued by them. (Sall. Cat. 25.1-3)1 

 

1.1 Objectives of the study 
Sempronia, the aristocratic woman referred to in the quotation above, was 
accused by the historian Sallust in the first century BC of being more skilled 
at playing music and dancing than was needed for an honest woman. What 
reasons could there have been to portray Sempronia in this way? What as-
pects of her life and personality may have affected the description? Her so-
cial position and status? Her age? Her being Roman? Why do we encounter 
this attitude in Sallust’s text? 

The aim of the present study is to explore women’s music making in 
Rome in the Late Republic and Early Empire (c. 120 BC – 130 AD). These 
periods were times of great significance from both a social and a musical 
point of view, since women’s social conditions, as well as musical life in 
Rome were going through considerable changes and were being influenced 
by new ideas. Since most of what we know about Roman women is filtered 
through men’s (i.e. the elite Roman citizen) eyes,2 it is attitudes towards 
women’s music-making rather than how women actually performed music, 
that will be studied here. In order to obtain a sufficiently full picture of atti-
tudes towards womens’ music-making, we will examine a wide range of 
Roman authors, writing in different literary genres: love poetry, satire, let-
ters, historiography, biography, rhetoric and philosophy. Gender theory and 
the perspective of intersectionality will provide the analytical framework for 

                               
1 Translated by Rolfe, modified (“singing to the accompaniment of her lyre and…” instead of 
“playing the lyre, at…”). 
2 Dixon 2007, 21. 
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this study, and comparative material from later periods in the history of mu-
sic will serve to highlight the exploration of attitudes. 

The objectives of the study are to answer the following questions:  
 
 What attitudes towards women’s music-making in Rome during the 

Late Republic and the Early Empire are discernible? How are wom-
en musicians portrayed and commented upon in texts?  

 How should these attitudes be explained, in terms of the impact of 
the patriarchal gender order of the Roman world and with regard to 
women’s social position and status, their age and ethnicity?  

 Is it possible to detect any difference in attitudes depending on con-
text and its relation to the private or public spheres?  

 Did attitudes change over time? 
 

Very little has been written about the involvement of Roman women in mu-
sic.3 Nor have the social aspects of music-making in classical antiquity been 
studied as much as as the period's musical theory.4 Moreover, most attention 
within the field of ancient musicology has been paid to Greek music, since 
Greek sources are abundant on the topics of musical theory, notation and the 
philosophy of music, whereas Roman sources are not. This study on attitudes 
towards Roman women’s music making will therefore shed new light on 
ancient Roman music in general as well as on the roles of women in it more 
specifically.  

Music and power structures 
Music, as an art form, is sometimes treated as beyond the control of power-
structures – as a totally independent, aesthetic mode of expression – but it is, 
in fact, as permeated by the constructions of power as any other kind of artis-
tic manifestation. In addition, music is often claimed to encompass the pow-
er to cross and dissolve borders, but at the same time, structures and borders 
are certainly being established and maintained within music.5 It is striking 
that similar structures are discernible in the history of Western music over 
the centuries. There has only been a slow improvement of the opportunities 
for women both to realize and to fulfil their musicality within society, a pro-
cess which has often been described with a revealing ambiguousness.6 In the 
words of musicologist Linda Phyllis Austern: “Throughout Europe since 
classical antiquity, women, like music, have been held alternatively respon-

                               
3 On the topic of Roman women and music making see Part 1.2.  
4 See also Bowers & Tick 1987, 1:”The absence of women in the standard music histories is 
not due to their absence in the musical past. Rather, the questions so far asked by historians 
have tended to exclude them […] Musicologists have paid little attention to the sociology of 
music [...]”.  
5 Ganetz et al. 2009, 9-11. 
6 Bowers & Tick 1987, 3. 
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sible for the spread of moral decrepitude and for bringing men closer to the 
divine”.7  

This two-sided attitude towards women’s music-making was in Rome 
represented by sterotyped portrayals of women either as muses or as seduc-
tresses. The Muses, frequently in evidence in Roman texts and within figura-
tive art, implicitly acknowledge that a woman could be an important source 
of inspiration for a man’s creativity. The “muse”-stereotype could also serve 
as that a woman might be highly educated.8 The opposite of the muse would 
be the seductress: the woman musician encountered in the literary sources, 
who sometimes pleased with her music in erotic terms. If the Muses were 
ideal women such as no woman of flesh and blood could ever dream of be-
coming, the seductress, on the other hand, exemplified a feminine role that 
women could actually assume. But, would a respectable Roman woman have 
desired to assume such a role?  

The importance of the present 
The idea for this study sprang from a questioning of contemporary Sweden’s 
attitudes towards women musicians. Even in 2014, on the pop music festival 
stage, male musicians predominated, outnumbering women by a ratio of 
73% : 27%.9 Women band-members backing up a singer with guitar, drums 
or base guitar are rarely seen.10 Sex appeal and good looks are of a great 
importance for female teenagers who wish to gain success in musical compe-
titions on TV, and within the Swedish traditional folk music, the typical 
figure is still the male fiddle player, who has preferably inherited his long 
and genuine musical tradition from other male fiddlers, in a patriarchal sys-
tem that reproduces itself repeatedly.11  

A factor of importance for this study is my own experience as a woman 
making music, specifically, playing the violin on a semi-professional basis.12 

                               
7 Austern 1994, 52. 
8 Propertius, Vergil and Horace frequently make use of the muse as a metaphor. The Muses 
were the goddesses of poetry, which was conceived of as covering a wide range of creative  
activities, such as music, art, and philosophy (Murray 2004, 372) Plato in his dialogues relates 
the muses to philosophy and to all higher forms of intellectual life. They had control over 
mousiké in all its forms. According to Plato, all educated men, and especially musicians, were 
ministers of the muses (Pl. Leg. 653c-660c). Regarding the Muses, see also Hes. Theog. 1-
104. For a comprehensive study of women and education, see Hemelrijk 2004.  
9 See Jämställd festival, “73 % av akterna på Sveriges festivalscener domineras av män” 
(http://jamstalldfestival.se). 
10 Ganetz 2009, 150-151. 
11 For the importance of good looks, see Ganetz 2009, 136. Regarding male fiddle players, see 
the studies by Andersson 2014; Larsson 2000; Selander 2012.  
12 See, for example, homepage: www.erikaochcecilia.se; concerts: CriticaClassica, “Venerdi 
22 gigno il duo formato da Erika Lindgren Liljenstolpe e Cecilia Österholm ospite della ras-
segna caprese ‘Concerti al tramonto’” (criticaclassica.wordpress.com);  
at Newcastle University, “From Ur to Uppland” (conferences.ncl.ac.uk/moisa2015/concert); 
Upsala nya tidning, ”exklusivt och internationellt” (www.unt.se/kultur-noje); Uppsala konsert 
och kongress, ”Pärlor med Erika, Cecilia och Örjan” (www.ukk.se);  
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My having an embodied knowledge of what it is like to be a woman musi-
cian, constitutes an extra source of value to this work, since I can personally 
relate to the structures identified above.13 When examining and analysing the 
sources, a deeper understanding and identification of attitudes can be 
achieved through my own experiences.  

From a male point of view, the connection between women and music has 
been ambiguous throughout large parts of the history of Western music. An 
explanation to this may be that ancient texts and the circumstances occurring 
in them have been used as role models from the Renaissance and onwards. 
The hierarchical gender order discernible in the texts has been handed down 
through history, because the ancient authors have been continuously read.14 
The texts have brought notions of “educated ideals” to the upper classes, 
including women’s expected relationship to music.  

While attitudes towards music and musical performances are connected to 
specific contexts, being confined, for example, to particular periods, usages, 
values and notions of taste, certain aspects of the way in which musical per-
formance is regarded seem timeless. These aspects have to do with the sex of 
the performer and attitudes connected to questions of sex and gender. The 
relation between moral values and music runs like a thread through the histo-
ry of Western music. With this in mind, it is important to be conversant with 
comparative musical studies, which focus on periods later than classical 
antiquity. With the help of such studies, it becomes possible to highlight 
certain little-considered aspects of the sources presented in this study and so 
to gain a better understanding of attitudes towards Roman women musi-
cians.15  

Delimitations 
The chronological limitation of this study to the Late Republic and the Early 
Empire (c. 120 BC – 130 AD), was decided upon because of the dynamic 
social and musical changes taking place in Rome in those years. The period 
is also one comparatively rich in written sources, due mainly to the social 
situation in Rome, the specific urban context and Rome’s new political sys-
tem, shifting from Republic into Empire. Moral issues and new norms came 
to play significant roles, and problems of how to handle new cultural influ-
ences brought to Rome with the colonization, such as new musical influ-

                                                                                                                             
Sveriges radio P2, ”Ett nordiskt Världens Liv med grupper från Sverige, Finland och Norge” 
(www.sverigesradio.se); tour: My newsdesk, “Erika och Cecilia, unga spelmän på väg” 
(www.mynewsdesk.com); record labels: Förlaget tongång (www.tongang.se); Do Music 
Records (www.domusicrecords.com). 
13 The theory of embodied cognition, developed by philosphers as Heidegger and Merleau-
Ponty and cognitive scientists such as Varela, asserts that knowledge starts with lived experi-
ence (Corness 2008, 21).  
14 Austern 1994, 52-53.   
15 I use the expression women musicians, instead of female musicians, as is customary within 
research on women’s music-making.  
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ences, occured. All these circumstances generated a literature that dealt with 
issues connected to the social transformations, such as women’s music-
making.  

The study is geographically limited, almost entirely, to the urban context, 
with the focus on Rome. It does not claim to present a comprehensive corpus 
of everything ever been written about Roman women in relation to music. 
Instead, it will consider authors who write with their focus on the urban, 
Roman context, authors who illuminated the life in Rome, or the Roman 
urban mentality, in their texts. Of importance for the choice of passages was 
also a requirement that the women written about should be “human”. No 
references to goddesses or the like have been included.  

I will deal only with music-making in contexts of performance and enter-
tainment, such as music performed in connection with dinners and parties 
(both private and public ones), music on the stage, music as performed by 
prostitutes and courtesans in diverse contexts, and music-making at home in 
the sphere of the family. Not only musicians, but also actresses and dancers 
will be considered, since they are closely connected to music making.16 Mu-
sicians performing within religious ceremonies or in connection with the 
military sphere will not be included, as music within religious ceremonies 
mainly fulfilled the purpose of serving a certain god or goddess, not primari-
ly that of pleasing an audience, and only men performed military music.  

1.2 Previous research  
Roman women’s music making is a field only summarily treated in previous 
research. Four themes are discernible. First of all, the absence of profession-
al women musicians has been commented upon. For instance, the absence of 
cithara-playing women in musical competitions, an area reserved for men, 
has been stressed, as well as the lack of professional women musicians in 
Rome more generally.17  

A second theme is the connection between music-making women and ste-
reotypical roles, such as the prostitute. The complex attitudes towards Greek 
musical influences in Rome have been highlighted, with the focus on the 
entertaining hetaira or prostitute. The association with the world of sympo-
sia and prostitution made it difficult for a respectable Roman woman to be 
connected with music, since it could destroy her reputation. It has also been 
stressed that the woman musician was often an unrespected foreigner.18 Fe-
male stereotypes found within the plays of Plautus and Terence, such as the 

                               
16 The Greek historian Strabo (64/63 BC – 24 AD) considered that music, including dancing 
as well as rhythm and melody, brings people in touch with the divine because of the delight 
and artistic beauty that it affords (Strabo 10.3.9). 
17 Vendries 1999; Péché & Vendries 2001. 
18 Michelini 2001; Scoditti 2009; Baudot 1973. 
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courtesan and the meretrix tibicina (the tibiae-playing prostitute) have also 
been studied. Apart from these roles, it has been emphasized that there were 
also respected professional women musicians in Rome, even if few of them 
are known. Not until the Late Republic did women start to receive true ap-
preciation for their own music-making in, for example, texts by the love 
poets and in epitaphs.19  

A third theme treated in current research is music as belonging to an ideal 
of educated femininity. Music, as part of education among élite women, 
caused mixed feelings among the Romans. It was both praised as an accom-
plishment, and regarded as morally corrupting.20  

The fourth and final research-theme is the gendering of music as illustrat-
ed by the writings of ancient music theorists, such as Aristoxenus, Aristides 
Quintilianus and Quintilian.  It has been stressed that women used mainly to 
play on various kinds of stringed instruments, other than harps, which seem 
to have been instruments with less favourable connotations, at least within a 
private context.21 
 
The sources to previous research have been iconographic as well as epi-
graphic and literary, the literary sources used being mostly from earlier or 
later periods in Roman history than those examined in the present study. 
Other authors have been the centre of attention since the questions of re-
search under investigation have been different. The present study takes a 
more comprehensive approach, examining several literary genres and more 
authors than have previously been cited in this connection. Previous research 
into Roman women’s music-making has not looked carefully enough at the 
underlying reasons beneath attitudes expressed towards it. The arguments 
presented in earlier studies that associate women with stereotyped roles, such 
as the prostitute or the educated upper class woman, therefore need to be 
further investigated.  

There are several factors of importance to consider in order to come to a 
closer understanding of how these roles have been constructed. It is essential 
to explore the different kinds of contexts where music making took place, 
which could be settings of both a private and public nature. Of crucial im-
portance in the construction is the impact of the patriarchal gender order, as 
well as the conventions of different literary genres. A woman’s social posi-
tion and status, age and ethnicity are all important factors determining how 
attitudes came to be adopted. Of great significance also is the individuality 
of particular Roman authors, each with different opinions, attitudes and per-
sonalities that influence our picture of Roman women’s music making. The 
authors cannot be lumped together as if they spoke with one single voice.  

                               
19 Péché 2002. 
20 Hemelrijk 2004; Vendries 1999. 
21 Vendries 2007; Scoditti 2009. 
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It is essential to highlight the importance of women in music in Rome for 
several reasons. Firstly, this is an aspect of musical history where a large gap 
in our knowledge needs to be filled. Secondly, Roman women who made 
music deserve to be looked upon as more than stereotypically educated or 
prostituted. Thirdly, if we want women musicians in the future to have equal 
opportunities as their male counterparts, it is important to seek an under-
standing of the structures which had affected how we have looked upon mu-
sic-making women since antiquity. 

1.3 Methods and material 
A point of departure regarding method has been the work of the musicologist 
Susan McClary, who has surveyed different musical genres and eras (classi-
cal music, rock and pop) applying the same theoretical model to each variety 
of music, all in the same study. She argues that all musical genres and peri-
ods deal with concerns associated with gender in a general way, structures 
that are traceable everywhere in society.22 I will adopt a similar attitude in 
this study, since I examine different varieties of music, i.e. musical genres, 
contexts and periods, from the same theoretical perspective.  

A hermeneutical approach is adopted in which an initial close reading of 
the texts is followed by a contextualizing interpretation in the light of differ-
ent commentaries on them. Factors such as Rome’s political and cultural 
situation, the literary genre, and the authors’ own, private contexts have been 
taken into consideration. Questions of importance to consider are who the 
author was, why he wrote the text, in what context, with what focus, and 
when. And, most important of all, what does the text say about women and 
music?  

It is also regarded as of importance to consider what a text can tell us to-
day and how it can be understood from our contemporary perspectives. To 
this end the sources are examined from what has been termed an “intersec-
tional” viewpoint, which draws attention to the many influences from the 
power-structures that intersect with one another to form people's attitudes.23 
Such an approach is needed in order to better understand the patterns of be-
haviour regarding women and music in the patriarchal society of Rome. The 
social position and status, age and ethnicity of these women are factors that 
cooperate with gender in the creation of different perceptions of identity, and 
have therefore been chosen as the main categories for investigation.  
 

                               
22 “[…] although each repertory requires a different set of formal analytical tools, the same 
sorts of questions – questions involving concerns such as gender, sexuality, subjectivity, the 
body – can be posed equally well for all of them.” McClary (1991) 2002, xii; xvii. 
23 See 1.4 for a definition of the theoretical approach. 
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This study is based on literary sources, produced during the Late Republic 
and Early Empire (c. 120 BC – 130 AD) with a few exceptions. The texts are 
in most cases contemporary with the period they illustrate, and this in fact 
gives them a higher relevance and status as testimonials than if there would 
have been a larger gap between the sources and the period they described. 
The texts are representative of love poetry, satire, letters, historiography, 
biography, rhetorical speeches and philosophical writing including music 
theory. The diversity of literary genres drawn upon for evidence is important 
for bringing out a more nuanced picture of attitudes towards music making 
women. All these different kinds of genres and a correspondingly wide range 
of authors have to be considered, since the number of literary sources to 
women musicians in all are quite few.  

Love poetry is one of the most important sources to women’s music mak-
ing. The authors to be considered within this genre are Catullus (c. 84 BC – 
c. 54 BC), Horace (65 BC – 27 BC), Propertius (c. 48 BC – c.16 BC) and 
Ovid (43 BC – 17 AD). Other poets who will be included in this study but 
were not primarily or exclusively love poets are Vergil (70 BC – 19 BC) and 
Statius (c. 44 – 96 AD).   

The audience for poetry during the period of Caesar were members of 
Rome’s  intellectual circles, some of whom had abjured any ambition to be 
at the centre.24 In centre-stage for the love poets and their writings were dif-
ferent women and their activities, with whom the authors were often in-
volved in tragic love affairs. Scholars have often asked who these women 
actually were, respectable women or prostitutes? To the poets, it appeared 
normal to interact with prostitutes and courtesans, who joined the literary 
and cultivated circles, even if, from society’s point of view, it was consid-
ered as immoral to associate with them. The poets themselves were not nec-
essarily as immoral as their text sometimes suggest. For them it was more a 
question of following a certain literary style, demanding certain stereo-
types.25  

The unwritten rules of their genre stressed an idealized picture of the 
women portrayed, even if the woman in question was a prostitute.26 The doc-
ta puella, i.e. the educated, young woman, who was a connoisseur of music, 
art and poetry, and a love object at the same time, was an ideal.27 Education 
constituted a part of the erotic attraction, and was of greater importance than 
impressive ancestry.28 A difficulty with love poetry is how we should inter-
pret its idealized picture of a learned woman, who at the same time could be 

                               
24 Conte 1994, 135. Not all the audience for poetry in the Late Republic consisted, however, 
of quietists who had abjured politics, government or military activity (see for example Cor-
nelius Gallus and Asinius Pollio, and even Cicero wrote verse). 
25 Edwards 1996, 10. See for example Catull. 16.5-8. 
26 Dixon 2007, 146. 
27 Michelini 2001, 24; Hemelrijk 2004, 7. 
28 Hemelrijk 2004, 79. 
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as seductive as a prostitute. This picture might be nothing but a projection of 
the poet’s dreams that would never exist in reality.  

In satires, authors generally focused on stereotypes, such as the parasite, 
the rich fool, the poetaster and the non-virtuous woman, adding a moral per-
spective on their habits and behaviour.29 This study includes writings of Pe-
tronius (27 – 66 AD), Martial (c. 40 – 103 AD) and Juvenal (c. 55 – 127 
AD). Reactions against Roman immorality and corruption are prominent in 
the satirists, and their texts sometimes use a rather coarse and vulgar lan-
guage. The authors often gave an exaggerated picture of persons and situa-
tions, so that their testimonies have a certain twist.30 

Letters give invaluable information about Roman private life as well as 
Roman civic life in general. Letters were sometimes selected and reworked 
to be published, and they constitute an important source for the areas of Ro-
man life with which we are concerned. Pliny the Younger (61 – 112 AD) is a 
representative of this genre.31 

The historians tended to write in an idealized manner, giving us an insider 
view of traditional values often associated with the Roman Republic, such as 
virtus and pudicitia (manliness and virtue, modesty and chastity). The histo-
rians often wrote with a particular mission, aiming to please the emperor or 
the leading people of Rome, and their attitudes might be coloured by the 
ideology of a dominant political figure.32 A case in point is Sallust (86-35 
BC), a politically interested senator with Caesarian sympathies. His Bellum 
Catilinae tells the story of an acute political crisis in Rome involving corrupt 
aristrocrats. He himself expresses contempt for luxury and vulgar wealth.33 
Other writers who will be considered are Livy (59 BC – 17 AD), the elder 
Pliny (23 – 79 AD) and Tacitus (c. 55 – 120 AD). The Greek Polybius (c. 
200 – 118 BC) who commented upon new cultural influences in Rome, and 
Dio Cassius (c. 150 – 235 AD), another writer on cultural matters, are also 
included.  

Close to history is the genre of biography, for our purposes represented 
by Cornelius Nepos (c. 110 – 25 BC), and Plutarch (c. 50 – 120 AD), who, 
in different ways, wrote about the history of individuals. Suetonius (75 – 160 
AD) will also briefly be referred to. The purpose of Nepos’ writings was to 
compare Roman customs and habits with Greek, without passing explicit 
judgement on them. He was contemporary with the period he described. On 
the other hand, Plutarch and likewise Suetonius, described episodes of histo-
ry long before their own lifetime.  

Another sources include rhetorical treatises and speeches produced for 
different purposes but most often for the law-courts. The speeches of Cicero 

                               
29 Conte 1999, 462-463. 
30 Conte 1999, 467-468; von Albrecht 1997, 1029. 
31 von Albrecht 1997, 1149-1159. 
32 Conte 1999, 242-243. 
33 Conte 1999, 234-236. See also von Albrecht 1997, 436. 



 20 

(106 – 43 BC) featured many passages aimed at defaming people, and these 
might be women who did not behave in accordance with the norms.34 The 
rhetorical theorist Quintilian (c. 35 – c. 90 AD) stressed the importance for 
potential orators of moral training.35 The elder Seneca (c. 54 BC – c. 39 AD), 
in his work on the Roman schools of rhetoric, had earlier provided specific 
illustrations of how moralizing, and the stereotyping of personality-types, 
featured in the declamatory exercises by which students in the early Empire 
were trained for public life and the law-courts.  

The philosophical texts produced by the younger Seneca (c. 4 BC – 65 
AD) were aimed at directing people to a balance in their lives between lei-
sure and duties. We may also assign to the philosophical genre the musical 
theorists, who regarded the subject of music and music-making as important 
aspects of life. The earliest such theorist cited in this study, called Damon, 
lived in fifth century BC Athens. Mention will also be made to Aristoxenus, 
a musicologist of the fourth century BC, as well as to Plato and Aristotle. 
Also relevant in this context are: Athenaeus, born about 160 AD in Roman 
Egypt, Julius Pollux, from the second century AD, and Pseudo-Plutarch who 
wrote in the third or fourth century AD, as well as Aristides Quintilianus 
who lived in the late third or early fourth century AD in Rome. 

Reference will also be made to law texts, above all from the Augustan pe-
riod. These are interesting since they express certain norms that representa-
tives from the ruling class wanted, and expected, to be followed by the entire 
Roman society. 

Epigraphic sources have been useful for illuminating the discussion of 
specific matters. A full study of the available evidence from inscriptions lies 
outside the scope of this study, however. 

Last but not least, comparative material – i.e. examples from later periods 
in the history of music making – have been considered, in order to highlight 
the long tradition of women’s lower social standing within music-making in 
Western musical history. Comparative studies on women and music take as 
their subjects women in contemporary pop and rock music, as well as aristo-
cratic women musicians from the Renaissance to the nineteenth century.36 
References to such works serve to contextualize attitudes towards Roman 
women’s music making, even if it is not suggested that there were any abso-
lute or direct correlations between the ancient Roman sources and the more 
recent examples. Rather, use of comparative material works as an eye-
opener for the investigator of Roman attitudes.  

For editions and translations, the most recent Loeb Classical Library vol-
umes have been used throughout the study, unless otherwise stated. All the 

                               
34 Edwards 1996, 10. 
35 Conte 1999, 513-515. 
36 See, above all, Austern 1994; Bayton 1998; Bowers & Tick 1987; S. Cohen 1997;  Ganetz 
2008; Ganetz et al. 2009; Koskoff 1989; Mayer Brown 1987; McClary (1991) 2002; Middle-
ton 2007; Post 1994; Shephard 2010; Tagg 1989; Whiteley 2003; Öhrström 1987. 
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passages have been compared to the latest Teubner-edition (Bibliotheca 
Scriptorum Graecorum et Romanorum Teubneriana).37 Where necessary, 
and most often with regard to the meanings of certain names of musical in-
struments, I have made my own translations, acknowledging the fact in foot-
notes. The abbreviations used in this study follow The Oxford Classical Dic-
tionary.  

1.4 Theoretical framework 
The relevance for historical studies of examining present-day realities has 
often been stressed, as well as the importance of being aware of how we are 
influenced and inspired by our everyday life. As long as we are circumspect 
and careful when contextualizing historical sources, contemporary phenom-
ena can be of help in shedding new light on the object of study, from differ-
ent angles.38    

A phenomenon with continuity of importance for this study is the patriar-
chal structure of European societies and the implications that this has had 
for women. Within such a social system, women are subordinated to men. 
The male is the norm and the female the exception, according to feminist 
theory.39 The Roman women treated in this study lived in what was in every 
sense a patriarchal society.40 The Romans prioritized patrilinear descent, 
women inherited their father’s family names, and gens was determined by 
the father’s lineage, although kinship on the mothers’ side was also of im-
portance.41 Furthermore, patrilocal living was customary, implying that a 
woman normally moved to her husband’s home after marriage. In the family, 
there was a patriarchal hierarchy where the oldest man had the highest au-
thority. Other men and women, both in the family and in society as a whole, 

                               
37 When a different reading from that offered by the Loeb text may change the meaning of a 
passage and, above all, affect my analysis, I will also give the different reading and comment 
upon it. 
38 Fotiadis 1995, 61; Morley 1999, 94. If ancient societies and people were so different from 
us that it is impossible to use modern theories when exploring them, we would not be capable 
of understand anything about them at all, according to Morley (1999, 81-82). Several scholars 
discuss the importance of using contemporary theories while working with the ancient materi-
al, in order to get new, interesting results. See, for example, Dixon 2007, Chapter 1; Morley 
1999, 81-82; Fotiadis 1995, 66. 
39 De Beauvoir 2006 (1949). See Gemzöe (2002, 47), for an overview regarding the central 
concepts. 
40 The term patriarchy was popularized in feminist discourse particularly by Kate Millett in 
her Sexual politics (1970). 
41 Mustakallio 2007, 197. 
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were, within this order, automatically given different roles and different are-
nas for activity, to facilitate gender-differentiation.42 

Within a patriarchy, sexuality is looked upon as a threatening, deluding 
power, constantly present and ruling all kinds of behaviour. Women are re-
garded as seductresses who can turn order into chaos and therefore need to 
be taken under control. Surveillance of the purity of offspring is deemed 
essential in order to keep the family line intact. The Roman way of thinking 
with regard to ancestry and offspring fits exactly into the standard pattern of 
patriarchy.43 

I will examine the literary sources from the perspective of gender. The 
concept of gender has been developed to underline the fact that ideas about 
sex are created in different social and cultural contexts but all within the 
frames of human interaction. Thus, gender has to be regarded from a con-
structivist perspective, being dependent on process, context, situation and 
relation. The term gender order summarizes how gender has been organized 
systematically and how it permeates all aspects of social life. It is a central 
principle for cultural categorization and social organization, closely connect-
ed to power. Gender could also be defined as a collective process that chang-
es over time. Gender order is more or less strong in different societies, but 
male dominance is always one of its fundamental characteristics.44  

The choice of which parts of human behaviour are perceived as deter-
mined by gender is not easily changed, although gender order is to a limited 
extent always changing, involving as it does a wide spectrum of visible man-
ifestations from dress codes to body language and behaviour. The female 
and the male appear to be different since they respond to different social 
expectations which shape people into certain roles – sex-roles – that have to 
be learned, for they are not something that children are born with. Ideas 
about gender and sex-roles define people’s social positions in society, and 
affect how work, resources and opportunities for social participation and 
influence are divided between men and women.45 

Gender order is preserved by differentiation, in the sense that men and 
women are separated and made different, the difference itself being given as 
the explanation and ground for legitimizing the separation. An implementa-

                               
42 Treggiari 1991, 15. On women’s roles in the Roman society there has been a lot written. 
See for example Dixon 1988 and 2007; Edwards 1996; Evans Grubbs 2002; Fantham et al. 
1994; Foxhall 2013; Gardner 1987; Hemelrijk 2004; Richlin 2014. 
43 Karlsson Miganti 2007, 22-23.  
44 The term sex/gender system was introduced by Gayle Rubin in her The Traffic in Women: 
Notes on the 'Political Economy' of Sex (1975). Gender system sometimes replaces the term 
patriarchy. In Sweden, Yvonne Hirdman introduced a Swedish translation of the term in 
Genussystemet - Reflexioner kring kvinnors sociala underordning 1988. Gender is considered 
to be socially constructed, sex biologically. (Judith Butler in her Gender trouble (1990) theo-
rizes sex, sexuality and gender as performative, taking the view that being a woman is a social 
performance.In this study, I will, however, not consider her theories further.).  
45 Hirdman 1988; Connell 1987, 48.  
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tion of hierarchy is conducted where different qualities, such as those we call 
“male” and “female”, are given different values. Through differentiation and 
implementation of hierarchy the gender system is maintained, and when 
someone crosses the line which marks the limits of what is expected of his or 
her role, the order is threatened.46  Control may be regained through denigra-
tion and prohibition, so-called master suppression techniques, which is one 
way to emphasize differentiation. These techniques reduce and diminish 
what women are and do, in order to make them learn how to act in what is 
considered the proper way.47 In this study, I will use the concept of gender 
order as a tool to assist the exploration of the structures underlying ancient 
attitudes towards Roman women musicians.  

The concept of intersectionality, invented at the end of the 1980s, is a 
theoretical perspective that illuminates how different relations of power – 
depending on historical and spatial contexts – are being created within and 
through a simultaneous effect of factors such as gender, class and (race) 
ethnicity.48 Analyses of intersection between different kinds of power-
relations at different levels of society – individual, institutional and structur-
al, for example – may be useful for an understanding of how diverse struc-
tures of domination are expressed. Analysis of power must be broad and not 
reduced to a question of mere gender, age, ethnicity or class.49 It is, however, 
impossible to take account of a multitude of intersecting factors. Instead, 
empirical consideration of the context concerned must determine which fac-
tors should be regarded.50 For the present investigation, gender, social posi-
tion and status, age and ethnicity, emerge as the most important parameters. 

1.5 Outline of the study 
The study is divided into eight chapters. The introductory chapter has ex-
plained the objectives of the study, providing an outline of previous research 
and an introduction to the sources, choice of methods and theoretical ap-
proaches. Chapter 2 contains a brief introduction to music-making in Rome 
during the Late Republic and the Early Empire. The social setting of Roman 
music-making is considered and particular attention is paid to the new musi-

                               
46 Rubin 1975; Hirdman 1988.  
47 Karlsson Miganti 2007, 16. Berit Ås developed the concept of master suppression tech-
niques, or domination techniques, which was first introduced by Ingjald Nissen in 
Psykopatenes diktatur 1945. See, for example, Ås 2004. 
48 The concept was invented by Kimberle Crenshaw (1989) in her Demarginalizing the inter-
section of race and sex: A black feminist critique of antidiscrimination doctrine, feminist 
theory and antiracist politics. Sjöberg stresses the multiple possibilities of use for this model, 
applying it herself to ancient, Athenian contexts (2012, 48). 
49 De los Reyes & Muliari 2005, 9; 14; 24. 
50 Karlsson Miganti 2007, 17; Thurén 2003, 93.  
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cal influences that were introduced to Rome around the end of the Middle 
Republic and beginning of the Late Republic (c. 187 – 146 BC). 

Chapters 3 to 6 contain the main investigation in which women’s music-
making will be explored from the intersectional perspective. The first of 
these, Chapter 3, investigates the gendering of musical instruments and mu-
sical performances. Chapter 4 considers what importance women’s position 
on the social scale had for the attitudes towards their music making. Here I 
will look both at respectable women, making music mostly at home in pri-
vate contexts, and at professional women, who performed in different kinds 
of public contexts. Chapter 5 focuses on women and age, investigating what 
consequenses younger and older age respectively had on attitudes towards 
women’s music making. Chapter 6 considers non-Roman women musicians 
in the city of Rome, exploring whether a woman’s ethnic background could 
be a factor of importance in determining musical status and of what ethnicity 
the music making women actually were.  

A final discussion in Chapter 7 will explore the attitudes towards wom-
en’s music-making from a deeper theoretical perspective. Here, comparative 
data from post-Roman contexts will be brought into the discussion. In con-
clusion, Chapter 8, I will summarize the results of my investigation. 
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2. ROMAN MUSIC-MAKING 

Several studies have dealt with music in Roman society.51 This chapter there-
fore gives only a brief introduction (2.1) to Roman musical life during the 
Late Republic and Early Empire and to the various arenas for music, so as to 
provide a context to women’s music-making. It also discusses (2.2) the in-
troduction of new music in Rome in two different periods: first, the juncture 
at which the Middle Republic is reckoned to be succeeded by the Late Re-
public and, secondly, the Augustan, or early Imperial, period. In this connec-
tion there will also be mention of the resistance among Roman conservative 
authors to the accepting of novel influences in music, such as public perfor-
mance by women musicians and the allegedly feminizing aspects of music-
making. 

2.1 Music in Rome  
Music in ancient Rome served both as entertainment and as accompaniment 
to diverse kinds of activities, in both public and private spheres. Musicians 
accompanied gladiatorial combats in the amphitheatres on instruments such 
as the tuba (a straight, brass trumpet), the cornu (a rounded horn, also in 
brass), and the hydraulis (the hydraulic organ) (Fig. 1). The same kind of 
instruments were used as accompaniment to military undertakings as well as 
funerary ceremonies among the aristrocracy.52 These were instruments that 
women never handled, with the exception of the hydraulis, and areas of mu-
sic-making that, with a few exceptions, were reserved to men.53  

                               
51 See for example Baudot 1973; Comotti 1989; Landels 2001; Moore 2012; Péché & Ven-
dries 2001; Péché 2002; Scoditti 2009; Vendries 1999; Vendries 2007; Wille 1967. 
52 Péché & Vendries 2001, 75.  
53 Juvenal (Sat. 6.250) joked about what it would look like having a matron playing the (man-
ly) tuba during the Floralia. Regarding music during public funeral ceremonies Suetonius 
described how children of both sexes sang a dirge during Augustus’ funeral (Suet. Aug. 
100.2). Women are seen playing the hydraulis on sarcophagi from second century AD (J.M. 
Edwards 2001, 37-38). There are also women organ-players known by name from inscriptions 
(Markovits 2003, 382). 
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Competitions were part of Rome’s musical life too. In Rome, as in an-
cient Greece, the cithara had the status of an instrument for trained masters.54 
Skilled professionals performed with their instruments in various settings 
and they also competed in musical contests. Women were not present as 
competitors.55 In 86 AD, the Emperor Domitian introduced games dedicated 
to the Capitoline Jupiter, and these included musical competitions which 
attracted musicians from all over the Empire. According to Suetonius, there 
were several classes. Distinctions were drawn between citharedi, i.e. solo 
singers accompanying themselves on cithara; chorocitharistae, i.e. musi-
cians who provided cithara accompaniment for choruses; and psilocitharis-
tae, performers of solo music for cithara without singers.56  
 

 
Figure 1. Roman floor mosaic from Zliten, Libya, second century AD. Musicians 
playing on tuba, hydraulis and cornua accompanying a gladiatorial combat. Photo: 
Nacéra Benseddik at fr.wikipedia,Wikimedia commons. 

                               
54 Scoditti 2009, 112. 
55 Vendries 1999; Péché & Vendries 2001, 91. 
56 Suet. Domit. 4. 
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Music also had a given 
place in religious cere-
monies, the oldest sa-
cral tunes having origi-
nated in the days of 
king Numa Pompilius.57 
The playing of tibiae 
had an important role at 
public rituals and sacri-
fices (Fig. 2), and at the 
celebration of military 
triumphs, Mars was 
honoured with music 
performed on tibiae and 
tuba. The musicians 
playing at these kinds 
of events were men, 
and on depictions they 
are often seen posi-
tioned next to the cele-
brant.  Lyrae sometimes 
featured at public ritu-
als, but rarely citharae.58  

Figure 2. Tibiae-playing during a public sacrifice. Emperor Marcus Aurelius (161 –
180 AD) and members of the Imperial family offer sacrifice in gratitude for success 
against Germanic tribes. Relief from the arch of Marcus Aurelius (in Musei Capito-
lini, Rome). Photo: MatthiasKabel, Wikimedia commons. 

The musicians performing were associated with different collegia, such as 
the collegium syphoniacorum, performing at official, religious ceremonies 
and organised according to the Lex Iulia, and the Collegium tibicinum roma-
norum, playing at public funerals.59 Women played music at the ceremonies 
connected to the cult of Bona Dea, reserved for matrons.60  

 
 
 

                               
57 Vendries 2004, 405. 
58 Vendries 2004, 398-399 and 415 (see also for example Brulé &Vendries 2001). 
59 Vendries 2004, 412. See also CIL 6.2193 and CIL 6.3696. 
60 On the cult of Bona Dea, and the topic of the scandalous case when Clodius, dressed as a 
female psaltria, sneaked into the house of Julius Caesar during the celebration of Bona Dea, 
for an adulterous meeting with Pompeja, the wife of the latter (see Juv. Sat. 2.82-90, 6.315-
345; Plut. Cic. 28.2, Caes. 10.1; Cic. Sest. 54.116). See, for example, Versnel 1996 for wom-
en in the cult of Bona Dea. 
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Figure 3. Comedy scene, showing musicians playing on tibiae, cymbala and tympa-
num. Mosaic signed by Diskourides of Samos, from the villa of Cicero (close to 
Pompeii), first century BC. Photo: Marie-Lan Nguyen, Wikimedia commons. 

The foreign cults that entered Rome just before and during the period under 
consideration featured musical elements alien to traditional Roman music, 
being of a more aggressive and noisy character.61 For instance, within the 
cult to the Phrygian Cybele, instruments such as the cymbala (small cym-
bals), the tympanum (the hand drum), the Phrygian auloi (the pipes with one 
curved end and one straight) as well as cornua (bronze horns) were im-

                               
61 Livy, 39.15.6; Ov. Fast. 4.179-190. The Romans were probably not aware of what the 
worship of Cybele as a state cult implied: ecstacy, self castration, wild music, etc. It was 
“wildly too foreign to fit into even the most expansive definition of what was Roman” (Beard, 
North & Price 1998, 83-84 and 97-98). 
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portant ingredients, intended to create an arousing atmosphere.62 The same 
kinds of instruments were used within the cult to Bacchus: Catullus com-
plained about how “the barbarian pipe shrilled with dreadful singing” (bar-
baraque horribili stridebat tibia cantu).63 Furthermore, the sistrum, a kind of 
rattle, was an essential part of the Isis cult, performed by the female priest-
ess. The instrument itself was a new phenomenon to the Romans, and so 
were the Egyptian melodies.64  

The theatre constituted an essential part of the Roman musical scen (Fig. 
3). A theatrical genre introduced to Rome relatively late, that is, in the Late 
Republic, was the pantomime. A choir and a group of musicians accompa-
nied the actors, playing different kinds of instruments such as the syrinx 
(similar to a pan-pipes), percussion instruments, such as tympana and cym-
bala, and also string instruments such as harps, citharae and lyrae. In the 
center was the tibiae-player, performing as a soloist, and given an important 
role within the play.65  

The role of the theatre in Late Republican Rome was controversial.66 It 
was seen as a threat, since it attracted large numbers of people, which could 
result in tumult; another danger was the theatre’s presumed bad moral influ-
ence on people, given that the plays could sometimes be sexually explicit. 
The first permanent theatre built in Rome (in 154 BC) was for this reason 
demolished on the orders of the senate.67 It was not until the age of Pompey 
that a theatre would remain permanently in place (in 55 BC).68 Women were 
rarely seen among the actors and musicians on stage, although there were 
excecptions.69 

Musicians also entertained at parties and dinners. They could be hired 
professionals, both men and women, slave musicians of the household, or 
courtesans, who sang, danced and gave instrumental performances.70 Outside 
the above-mentioned institutionalised arenas of music, music-making on 
different levels was common everywhere. People sang and played music at 
work, in the streets, in the bath, at home to the family and among friends.71  

                               
62 Catull. 63.8-10, 22 and 29. For discussions on music within the cult of Cybele see, for 
example, Scoditti 2009, 26-27; Comotti 1989, 54; Vendries 2004, 400-410. 
63 Catull. 64.261-264. Translation by Cornish. 
64 Scoditti 2009, 84. The Isis cult was never accepted as a state cult, possibly due to a fear for 
the foreign and uncontrollable (Beard, North & Price 1998, 161). 
65 Scoditti 2009, 11 and 77-80; Moore 2012; Beare 1964. 
66 Tacitus considered that theatrical entertainment was nothing but another decadent activity, 
imported by the Greeks (Tac. Ann. 14.20). See further, Beacham 1991, 56-85, for a discussion 
of the debate. 
67 See Val. Max. 2.4.1-2. See also Beacham 1991, 65. 
68 Wallace-Hadrill 2008, 317.  
69 Péché 2002. On Roman theatre, see for example Moore 2012; Beacham 1991; Boatwright 
1990. 
70 See, for example, Hor. Carm. 2. 11.21-24; Juv. Sat. 11.162-166; Mart. 5.78.25-32; Plin. Ep. 
9.36.4. 
71 See, for example, Verg. Georg. 1.289-296; Sen. Ep. 56.2-4; Prop. 1.3.41-44; Sen. Q Nat. 
7.32.3. See also Baudot 1973, 68-69. 
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2.2 New musical influences 
There was resistance among some Roman authors towards novelties in mu-
sic, imported to Rome along with other cultural influences from Greece and 
Asia, at two distinct junctures: in the transition period between the Middle 
and Late Republic, and in the last years of the Republic and the Augustan 
era. No matter when the music percieved as new had actually been intro-
duced to Rome, what is standard in the strictures on it in Roman literature is 
that the authors are looking back to a presumed glorious past without deca-
dent novelties. Their reaction was similar to the antipathy of champions of 
what we call “classical music” (that is music of the seventeenth century to 
the early twentieth) towards musical genres such as jazz, soul, rock and 
pop.72 

Musical novelties in the Middle to Late Republic  
It is possible to discern a negative attitude towards foreign influences in 
Roman society, starting some time around the middle of the second century 
BC. The imports from abroad included new musical instruments, new cus-
toms concerning entertainment at banquets, involving women musicians, as 
well as new, indecent habits in love-life and a taste for luxury.  

According to some Roman authors, Rome, at a very specific point, turned 
into a world of decadence, unpleasant luxury and musical debauchery. As it 
seemed, this took place when Rome started to receive inspiration and influ-
ences from Asia and Greece.73 Polybius, a Greek historian describing social 
and political developments in his own lifetime, complained about immoral 
ideas inherited by the Romans through Eastern influences.74 The specific 
onset, according to him, would have been the final subjugation of Macedonia 
in 146 BC, which turned the former Antigonid kingdom into a Roman prov-
ince. The enormous quantity of booty brought to Rome led to a spread of 
luxuria among the Romans. In a debate on demoralisation of society, Polyb-
ius was alarmed about how boys and young men had started to devote them-
selves both to courtesans and to other boys, and to musical entertainments 
and banquets. This kind of extravagant behaviour would surely ruin the mo-
rality of Roman society.  

The Roman historian Livy, writing about a century later, believed that the 
moral decline began even earlier than at the point identified by Polybius, 

                               
72 In the Roman authors, inspiration from Platos’ critique of the new music in fourth century 
Athens is discernible (Pl. Resp. 401d-402a). For music criticism in Rome, see, for example, 
Quint. Inst. 1.10.31; Cic. Leg. 2.15.39; Hor. Ars P. 202-219. New music in Greece, however, 
was not perceived as belonging to any particular epoch or specific trend among the musicians, 
merely as the opposite of ancient, old fashioned or traditional music. Music critics were more 
interested in theatre music than any other field of music (Csapo 2004, 207). 
73 For the debate on Roman decadence, see Polyb. 31.25.4; Livy, 39.6.3-4 and 39.6.8; Plin. 
HN. 33.53-54. This topic will be further discussed in Chapter 6. 
74 Polyb. 31.25.4.  
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namely in 187 BC, when Gnaeus Manlius Volso celebrated an extravagant 
triumph after having defeated the Gauls in Asia Minor (in 189 BC).75 The 
consequence was that luxury in terms of both precious items and luxurious 
habits was brought to Rome. Women musicians (psaltriae) and a new in-
strument, the sambuca, began to feature at banquets.76 The sambuca was a 
kind of harp with many strings that was to be plucked with fingers instead of 
using a plectrum. It was considered as a foreign instrument, with its origin in 
the Near East or Egypt, although the sources are not clear on which.77  

The elder Pliny, scholar and writer on natural philosophy, writing some-
what later (in the middle of the first century AD), also connected the intro-
duction of luxury to Rome with the conquest of Asia. According to him, the 
receiving of Asia (“as a gift”) and the luxury coming with it, affected Roman 
morals in a bad way.78 Pliny also mentioned the year of the downfall of Car-
thage (146 BC) as a starting point for luxurious habits and decadence. The 
Romans acquired a taste for “immoralities” and with the accumulation of 
wealth, the possibility to devote themselves to these habits.79  
 Ancient historian Andrew Wallace-Hadrill discusses this in terms of the 
fact that Greek culture was absorbed by the Romans, the so-called Helleniza-
tion, and that it was then diffused over the Mediterranean via Roman con-
quests.80 This was done in a sort of dialogue, without winners or losers.81 To 
look at it from a Greek perspective, a common topos was to portray “non-
Greeks” (barbarians) as the bringers of decadence and immoral behaviour. A 
leading motif was the luxury of the barbarians, looked upon with both attrac-
tion and distaste for its ethical and moral softness, but this was familiar 
among the Romans as well.82 Decadence and luxury did not pair up with 
traditional Roman values, such as pietas (piety and sense of duty) and virtus 
(manliness, braveness and courage). This was the thinking behind such writ-
ers’ reactions. Manliness, above all, was seen as in danger.  

Music as effeminizing for men 
Music-making in general was described in negative terms and as effeminiz-
ing for a man by authors like Cicero, the Senecas and Pliny the younger. 
Parallels can be drawn with classical Greece, where Plato expressed his 
aversion to the novel music of Athens in his own time, the fourth century 

                               
75 Livy, 39.6.3-4.  
76 Livy, 39.6.8. The meaning of psaltria will be discussed in section 3.1. See also a later 
reference in Juv. Sat. 1.3.62-65. 
77 See Barker 1989a, 50 and 178; Scoditti 2009, 39, for a discussion of origin and character of 
the sambuca. Also Juvenal, much later, refer to the sambuca as chordas obliquas, “slanting 
strings” and other despised influences from Syria (Juv. Sat. 1.3.63-64, translation by Braund). 
78 Plin. HN 33.53.148-149. On the topic of luxury, see also 34.16. 
79 Plin. HN 33.54. 
80 Wallace-Hadrill 2008, 10. 
81 Wallace-Hadrill 2008, 25. 
82 Shapiro 2000, 316. 
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BC.83 Music, according to him, possessed the power to influence people’s 
minds and could even produce both good and bad character. Therefore, it 
was important to listen to the “right” kind of music. These were ideas that 
originated from Pythagoras, were developed by Plato, and eventually, to a 
limited extent but in a vivid form, transferred to the Romans. One example 
may be discerned in Cicero’s De legibus.84 Cicero here argues that nothing is 
so influential on young people’s minds as music in various forms, and that 
the power of music, both for good and bad, is inestimable. It was therefore 
important to be moderate with music, in order not to get into trouble. Cicero 
also complained about the loss in modern, effeminate music of the simplicity 
found in the old songs composed by Livius Andronicus and Naevius (third 
century BC), which used to be sung with a manly simplicity and energy. 

Both the elder and the younger Seneca held negative attitudes towards 
luxuria and music, arguing that they had a bad influence on men. Both Sene-
cas were writing almost 150-200 years after the above mentioned introduc-
tion of luxury. They were probably referring to good old, “classical” music 
and dance, in contrast to the modern music of their time. The elder Seneca, a 
conservative Roman rhetorician of equestrian rank, wrote about young men 
of his own days (54 BC – 39 AD) and their self-centered lifestyle. This way 
of living was a result of luxury, which in turn caused effeminacy:  
 

[…]:cantandi saltandique obscena studia effeminatos tenent, [et] capillum 
frangere et ad muliebres blanditias extenuare vocem, mollitia corporis cer-
tare cum feminis et inmundissimis se excolere munditiis nostrorum 
adulescentium specimen est. 
 
Libidinous delight in song and dance transfixes these effeminates. Braiding 
the hair, refining the voice till it is as caressing as a woman’s, competing in 
bodily softness with women, beautifying themselves with filthy fineries, this 
is the pattern our youth set to themselves.85  

 
According to the elder Seneca, young Roman men were acting in a feminine 
way, arranging their hair in fancy styles, being too aware of their looks, ac-
cording to Seneca. They were training their voices until they had lost all 
manliness and were taking part in song and dance in lascivious ways. Sing-
ing and dancing customarily featured feminized voices and demeanour. 

The better-known younger Seneca (c. 4 BC – 65 AD), the son of the for-
mer, was an orator, philosopher and politician. He refers to men of his age, 
using make-up like whores, far below the dignity for what a decent woman 
would do.86 Both these examples show a fear for the loss of manliness and 
old Roman traditions associated with virtus and male power. Singing and 

                               
83 See, for example, Pl. Resp. 401d-402a.  
84 Cic. Leg 2.15.38-39. 
85 Sen. Controv. 1, pr 8. Translation by Winterbottom. 
86 Sen. Q Nat. 7.31.2. 
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dancing is described as belonging to a life in luxury, connected to the world 
of entertainment and to the world of prostitutes, which threatened to femi-
nize men. 

Dancing, on the other hand, could also be something good, according to 
the younger Seneca. People’s minds needed to be diverted by amusements 
and relaxation, and dancing was not to be excluded, providing it was of the 
right sort. This is the message of the following quotation from his De Tran-
quilitate Animi, which refers to the consul and military commander Publius 
Cornelius Scipio (Roman consul in 218 BC): 

 […] et Scipio triumphale illud ac militare corpus movebat ad numeros, non 
molliter se infringens, ut nunc mos est etiam incessu ipso ultra muliebrem 
mollitiam fluentibus, sed ut antiqui illi viri solebant inter lusum ac festa tem-
pora virilem in modum tripudiare, non facturi detrimentum, etiam si ab hos-
tibus suis spectarentur. 

[…] and Scipio would disport his triumphal and soldierly person to the sound 
of music, moving not with the voluptuous contortions that are now the fash-
ion, when men even in walking squirm with more than a woman’s voluptu-
ousness, but in the manly style in which men in the days of old were wont to 
dance during the times of sport and festival, risking no loss of dignity even if 
their own enemies looked on.87  

 
Scipio danced in a mode such that he would never lose his dignity, even if 
his enemies were looking on. Seneca stresses the importance of self-control 
and good manners.  

Cicero, too, provides us with some comments on dancing. In his defence 
of the consul Lucius Murena, accused of bribery, he refers to an incident 
when Cato insulted Murena by calling him a professional dancer.88 To dance 
just for fun, alone as well as at a party, would make a man appear as a luna-
tic, especially if he did it when sober. In Cicero’s invective In Pisonem, he 
presents his political enemy Lucius Calpurnius Piso Caesoninus as a man 
who frequently attended parties with musical entertainment such as song and 
cymbala-playing.89 Piso, allegedly, once even danced naked at a party, clear-
ly indicating that he had lost all manly control and respectability.  

Again, in one of Cicero’s speeches against the rebellious Catiline (of the 
failed coup d’état in 63 BC), he describes Catiline and his allies in the fol-
lowing humiliating terms:  

                               
87 Sen. Tranq. 17.4-5. Translation by Basore. 
88 Cic. Mur. 6.13. 
89 Cic. Pis. 10.22. About 200 years after Cicero, Aulus Gellius recalled how one L. Torquatus 
had referred insultingly to the orator Quintus Hortensius as “Dionysia the dancing girl” be-
cause of his lively gestures and expressive body language, and because of his concerns about 
his looks (Gell. NA 1.5.2-3).  
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Hi pueri tam lepidi ac delicati non solum amare et amari neque saltare et 
cantare sed etiam sicas vibrare et spargere venena didicerunt. 

These boys, so delicate and soft, have learned not only to love and be loved, 
not only to dance and sing, but also to wave daggers and sprinkle poison.90 

 
This short passage includes several degrading insults. Firstly, Cicero refers 
to Catiline and his men as pueri – that is boys, not men – putting them in a 
lower position hierarchically. At the same time, they are described as men 
knowing what it is to love and to be loved, to sing and to dance – and to 
commit murder. Associating the coup-plotters with music-making arguably 
serves to effeminize them and, like the disparagement of them as ‘boys’, 
deprives them of any claim to respectability. The double nature of the men 
as soft, music-making boys on one hand, and murdering womanizers on the 
other, gives the text an extra tension.91 This is a clear example on how in-
volvement in music-making might provide one’s political enemies with 
scope for rhetorical invective. 

The younger Pliny, too, more than a century later, complained about un-
manly dancing and music-making. The setting was a celebration of the Em-
peror Trajan including dancing and unmanly voices, rhythms and gestures, 
in which as he said, there was nothing worthy an emperor.92 

Musical novelties in the Late Republic and Early Empire  
In his Ars poetica, written c. 19 BC, discussing how a play should preferably 
be constituted, Horace refers to changes within the music of the theatre.93 
The model par excellence was the traditional Athenian theatre. Horace 
points out that the tibiae, previously rather simple instruments capable of 
producing only a small range of notes, nowadays had turned into something 
extravagant. To the tibiae-playing itself was added movements and bodily 
display, as the player strutted over the stage. Moreover, the lyre, previously 
so sober, was being played in a new, less restrained style. It is likely that 
Horace was referring to the music of the pantomime, a genre that by his time 
had become fully developed.94 It was particularly the music performed in 
connection to these plays that was regarded as modern music by the people 
living at the beginning of the Empire. 

                               
90 Cic. Cat. 2.23. Translation by Lord. 
91 Amare et Amari: playing the passive role of “being loved” was regarded as discreditable for 
a man (Dyck 2008, 156). Saltare et cantare, “dance and sing”, would have been activities 
contrary to the dignitas of a Roman citizen (Shapiro 2005, 81). One can learn how to behave 
as a proper Roman, according to Cicero, from Off. 1.28-36. 
92 Plin. Pan. 54.1-2.  
93 Hor. Ars P. 202-219.  
94 Boatwright 1990, 188. 
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Quintilian, in his Institutio oratoria, expressed his feelings with regard to 
the new theatre-music. It had an emasculating effect on people, in contrast to 
the music he wanted to be taught to Roman men: 

 
Quamvis autem satis iam ex ipsis quibus sum modo usus exemplis credam es-
se manifestum quae mihi et quatenus musice placeat, apertius tamen 
profitendum puto non hanc a me praecipi quae nunc in scenis effeminata et 
impudicis modis fracta non ex parte minima si quid in nobis virilis roboris 
manebat excidit, sed qua laudes fortium canebantur quaque ipsi fortes cane-
bant: nec psalteria et spadicas, etiam virginibus probis recusanda, sed cogni-
tionem rationis, quae ad movendos leniendosque adfectus plurimum valet. 

It will, I believe, be already clear from the examples I have adduced what 
music I approve of, and to what extent. Nevertheless, I think I ought to state 
more plainly that I do not recommend the effeminate music of the modern 
stage, emasculated by indecent rhythms, which has done so much to destroy 
any manly strength we still had left, but rather the music to which the praises 
of brave men were sung, and which brave men themselves used to sing. Nor 
do I advice psalteria and spadicae, instruments which not even respectable 
girls should handle, but rather a knowledge of the principles that possess such 
power to arouse or sedate the emotions.95 

 
At the end of the quotation, Quintilian, just like Cicero, refers to Plato’s the-
ories on music and the impact music had on people’s minds. In this way he 
emphasizes the importance of knowledge about the principles of music. 
Quintilian argued that the theatre music of his days possessed the emasculat-
ing effect to destroy manly vigour and was not suited for a respectable girl 
either. In particular, he mentions psalterium and spadica, i.e. the harp and a 
another stinged instrument of uncertain type.96 The passage implies that dif-
ferent kinds of music suite different sexes and ages. The theatre music of his 
days (middle to end of second century AD) did not seem to fit any sex or 
age, not even a girl, if she was respectable. For men, a more masculine mu-
sical style was preferred, i.e. the old-fashioned style, performed by brave 
men, praising the brave themselves – music that was looked upon as “classi-
cal” in contrast to the “modern” music of his day. Quintilian says that in the 
old days, men performed on tibiae and lyrae during the banquets, a habit 

                               
95 Quint. Inst. 1.10.31. Translation by Russel, modified (psalteria and spadicae instead of 
psalteries and viols). Quintilian also mentions disparagingly a theme for declamation accord-
ing to which a piper had been accused for murder after having played a tune in the Phrygian 
mode during a sacrificial ceremony, whereupon the officiant went crazy on hearing the music, 
and killed himself (Inst. 1.10.33). 
96 For spadix, see Pollux Onom. 4.59; Nichomachus Ench. 4 (c. 60-120 AD, Greek mathema-
tician who wrote a treatise on musical harmony). Barker (1989b, 254), makes a reference to 
Nichomachus and suggests that spadix, meaning “branch”, alludes to the branch of a palm 
tree (phoenix), and should be thought of as relating to the instrument named phoenix, which 
was similar to a lyra but with arms made of branches from palm trees.  
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introduced by king Numa Pompilius himself, the music being of the kind 
that even the seemingly uncultured warriors could perform it.97 

Plutarch, too, writing in almost the same period as Quintilian, contrasted 
modern music with music of the old days.98  The literary context is an argu-
ment regarding suitable dinner entertainment leading to the conclusion that 
modern music possessed no manly qualities. Those who like it must be very 
unmusical and tasteless, although even men of solid character and culture 
had given in to it. According to Plutarch, this music would probably be 
banned in the end since effeminate taste was upcoming.  

New music in contrast to old  
We can conclude that the ancient authors who, in two different periods, 
wrote about music in Roman society, were critical of new music and the 
influence it had on people, as opposed to the music of the past. The first 
chronological context of musical change coincided with the introduction of 
Eastern luxury in the end of the Middle Republic and the beginning of the 
Late Republic, while the second period of change was marked by the intro-
duction of the new theatre music in the Late Republic and the Augustan 
(Early Imperial) period. The reactions from both periods are similar, featur-
ing the same sort of regretful references to music of the good old days. Ele-
ments of new music from the first period are the introduction of female mu-
sicians at banquets and also new instruments such as the psalterium and the 
sambuca. Along with these innovations came luxuria, homosexual habits, 
and associations with courtesans.  From the second period, the new musical 
elements are testified to include indecent rhythms, voluptuous contortions 
(in dance), the spadica, a new instrument, as well as more elaborated ver-
sions of traditional instruments such as the lyra and the tibiae. 

What the new music of both periods has in common is that it was regard-
ed as emasculating and unmanly, affecting Roman morality in a negative 
way, in contrast to the music of the old, glorious days. The authors from both 
periods characterized the old music as manly, inspired by the gods, built on 
the knowledge of musical principles, and sung by brave men to brave men. 
Some of the authors were discussing ideas about the power of music and 
musical ethos, inspired by theories formulated by Pythagoras and Plato, 
which were now seeing a revival. Men who performed modern music or 
dancing were compared to women and such comparison could be used as a 
political weapon to denigrate enemies, its implication being that the person 
criticized played music or danced in an unmanly, uncontrolled way. Control 
may be the keyword, denoting as it does an ideal which was supposed to 
permeate the whole of Roman society.  

                               
97 Quint. Inst. 1.10.20.  
98 Plut. Quaest. Conv. 7.8. 711  
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In reality, however, it seems likely that from the first period onwards, i.e. 
the Late Republic, women started to be more visible in musical life, that is, 
primarily, as musical entertainers at banquets. An intended feminizing of the 
music might in this way have worked to the advantage of women. This, 
however, will not be explored further here since the topic falls outside the 
scope of the study of women’s music-making. This particular aspect would 
rather treat men and their relation to music.  
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3. GENDERING INSTRUMENTS  

An understanding of the association between women and different kinds of 
instruments, as well as knowledge of the instruments themselves and their 
different characters, will be of importance to the discussions in the following 
chapters. This chapter will explore if certain instruments were handled more 
than others by women, or were looked upon as more suitable or unsuitable 
for women to handle. Does choice of instrument in any way depend upon a 
woman’s status, social group and profession, as well as her age and ethnici-
ty? 

Research has shown that there is a notion in human society that musical 
instruments can be gendered.99 Certain Greek and Roman writers from the 
Roman period theorized about the gendering of music.100 Most of them were 
Greek and also writing in the later Roman Empire, and it is therefore hard to 
ascertain how representative they were of the urban Roman view on gen-
dered instruments in the period with which we are concerned. But as these 
theorists, heirs to a tradition which went back to Greek philosophers of the 
fifth and fourth centuries BC, provide us with the only theoretical treatment 
that we have of music of the Roman era in relation to gender, they need to be 
considered in this study. In any case, they supply a body of material useful 
for comparision with the Latin authors of the Late Republican and Augustan 
periods who make observations in passing about women and music.   

This chapter will investigate four classes of instruments handled by wom-
en: stringed instruments (3.1), primarily those of the lyre- and harp-families; 
wind instruments (3.2) with reference chiefly to auloi/tibiae; percussion 
instruments (3.3) notably cymbala and crotala; and lastly the voice (3.4). 
The thoughts of the musical theorists will be treated in a separate section 
(3.5). Finally (3.6), the survey of instruments will be discussed in a wider 
perspective. 

Each section starts with a brief identification and characterization of the 
instruments in question, as far as the instrument types are known and de-
scriptions of them handed down to posterity. There will also be discussion, 
when needed, of how to translate the names of instruments from Latin to 

                               
99 See for example Bayton 1998; Doubleday 2008, Ganetz 2008; Tagg 1989. 
100 Namely, the rhetorician Quintilian (35-96 AD), Athenaeus and Julius Pollux (both second 
century AD), Pseudo-Plutarch and Aristides Quintilianus (both third–fourth century AD). 
Most of their writings were inspired by texts of earlier music theorists such as Damon (fifth 
century BC), Plato, Aristotle and Aristoxenus (all fourth century BC). 
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English, as miss-translations are frequent in modern texts, due both to the 
ignorance of translators and the ambiguousness of the Latin musical terms. 
Then follow analyses of the Late Republican and Early Imperial sources 
describing women in connection with different types of instruments. The 
frequency mentions of the different instruments, and of attitudes towards 
them in connection to women will be commented upon when possible. The 
analyses will also be contextualized in the light of Greek and Roman music 
theory, and lastly, given an interpretation. 

 

 
 
Figure 4. Woman playing the lyra. Villa San Marco, Stabiae, first century BC. Pho-
to by the author. 

3.1 Stringed instruments  
The first group of instruments to be considered comprises the stringed in-
struments, divided into two families, the lyres and the harps. It is not always 
obvious in the ancient texts which specific instrument is being referred to, 
since the terms used by the ancient sources are often ambiguous. For exam-
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ple, when a woman is described as a psaltria, it is not clear which sort of 
stringed instrument she might have played: a lyre or a harp. 

Psallere and the music making of psaltriae  
The Latin verb psallere (from the Greek verb psallein) is a term used in the 
Roman sources to mean either “to play on a stringed instrument” or “to ac-
company one’s own singing on a stringed instrument, with a plucking tech-
nique rather than by the use of a plectrum” (Fig. 5).101 Psaltria is a woman 
who plays on a stringed instrument, maybe as an accompaniment to her own 
voice.102 Psallere does not indicate use of any particular type of stringed 
instrument, and this complicates the interpretation.103 

To confuse things even more, the Romans did not necessarily give 
psallere the same meaning as the Greeks did. Psalteria in a Greek context 
connoted instruments to be plucked, in opposition to be struck with a plec-
trum, and mosty referred to harps. In Greek, the term psaltria, according to 
Liddel and Scott’s Lexicon, meant a “female harper”. However, in Roman 
times, psaltria certainly had a wider meaning, including also women who 
played on lyrae and citharae. As an example, there is in the Louvre a mural 
painting from the villa of Julia Felix in Pompeii depicting the Muse Erato, 
playing the cithara. She is identified as ERATO PSALTRIAN.104 Consequent-
ly, I will interpret psallere as music making on any kind of stringed instru-
ment, along with singing. In the quotations, I will simply leave psallere un-
translated from now on. 

In the Roman sources, psallere and psaltria appear in three passages. As 
seen in section 2.1, Livy wrote about foreign influences from Asia when 
women musicians called psaltriae were introduced to the banquets, along 
with players of the sambuca.105  

Horace uses psallere in one of his Odes, when describing the beautiful 
Chia who was accomplished in string-playing, doctae psallere Chiae,106 in 

                               
101 Lexica gives psallere the meaning to play upon a stringed instrument or upon a cithara, or 
to sing to the cithara (Lewis & Short 1998, s.v. psallo) as well as playing the cithara by 
plucking with fingers (Oxford Latin Dictionary, Glare 2000, s.v. psallo). Psaltes is the male 
player of a stringed instrument. In Greece, psalterion usually indicated an instrument of the 
harp-type, but regarding the verb psallein meaning more generally to play on a stringed in-
strument by plucking, psalterion could perhaps refer to any stringed instrument, not only a 
harp (Barker 1989a, 185, 197, 270 and 294). For psaltria, meaning women playing on 
stringed instruments, see Barker 1989a, 50 and 178; Scoditti 2009, 18.  
102 Vendries 2007, 52 and Barker 1989b, 294.  
103 Barker 1989a, 50 and 178; Scoditti 2009, 39; Vendries 1999, 206-207. 
104 “Fragment de peinture murale: Érato, Muse de la poésie lyrique” (Musée du Louvre (Dé-
partement des Antiquités grecques, étrusques et romaines, inv.no. ED 2753). Scoditti 2009, 
18: “l’arpa, strumento sin dalle origini tipicamente femminile e orientale”, i.e. harps were in 
Greece considered as feminine and oriental. See also Vendries 1999, 206-207. ERATO and 
PSALTRIAN are both to be construed as Greek accusative forms. 
105 Liv. 39.6.8.  
106 Hor. Carm. 4.13.1-8.  
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contrast to the ageing Lyce. Another example of the use of psallere is the 
quotation from Sallust, given in the beginning of Chapter 1, describing 
Sempronia. This woman, descending from the illustrious Gracchi, was de-
scribed as being well versed at psallere et saltare elegantius quam necesse 
est probae (at psallere and at dancing more skillfully than an honest woman 
need).107 She was too skilled in playing on a stringed instrument, such as any 
kind of lyra or harp, and too skilled in dancing as well.  
 

 
 
Figure 5. Roman plectrum at Museo Nazionale degli Strumenti Musicali, Rome 
(inv. 68). Photo by Anna Lindgren Dahlin. 

The lyre-family 
The instruments of the lyre-family treated in this study are the lyra, the cith-
ara and the spadica.108 They consisted of a sound-box with two arms at-
tached, joined by a crossbar where the strings, made of twisted gut, were 
fastened. A lyre could be held in different ways by the player, but was gen-
erally positioned on the left side of the musician, often attached with a band 
to the left wrist. Lyres could either be played by means of a large plectrum 
(Fig. 5), held in the right hand, or plucked by the fingers of the right hand. 

                               
107 Sall. Cat. 25.1-3. Translation by Rolfe, modified (“psallere and at” instead of “playing the 
lyre”).  
108 To the lyre-family could also be assignated the phorminx, the barbitos (an instrument 
producing deep sounds, according to Pollux (Onom. 4.59), and the cradle-cithara, but these 
do not feature in the sources used for this study (for a thorough explanation of these instru-
ments, see Barker 1989a). 
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The left hand’s fingers were also used in order to pluck the strings, forming 
melodies, and they could also damp those strings that were not intended to 
sound. The number of strings varied from three to twelve. More strings were 
added continuously from the Archaic period and onwards, but seven became 
a standard.109 The main role for a lyre was to accompany singing, although it 
also could also stand by itself.110 

The lyra (Figs. 4 and 6) is perhaps the most well-known instrument with-
in the lyre-family. It was a rather light-weight and soft-sounding instrument. 

The body was made of a 
tortoise-shell, although 
sometimes a painted 
wooden body, imitating 
a tortoise, was used. The 
arms were made of 
wood, or animal 
horns.111 In the Roman 
sources, the lyre is 
sometimes referred to as 
the testudo or chelys, 
with reference to the 
tortoise-shell (chelys = 
testudo, tortoise), some-
times as the Thracian 
lyre, i.e. the lyre played 
by Orpheus who was of 
Thracian origin,112 or, 
alternatively, as the 
Aeolian lyre, in evoca-
tion of the poetry by 
Sappho and Alcman, 
who composed in the 
Aeolic dialect.113  

 
 

Figure 6. Reconstruction of a chelys-lyre by Jean-Claude Condi and Annie Bélis. 
Photo by J.C. Condi. 

Let us now turn to the Roman sources on lyrae. Cynthia, a woman who fea-
tures prominently in Propertius’ elegies (her status will be discussed in 
Chapter 4), is waiting for him at night to come home, while playing softly on 

                               
109 Barker 1989a, 4; Scoditti 2009, 126-127. 
110 Scoditti 2009, 112; Barker 1989a, 13-14. See also 2.1. 
111 Barker 1989a, 14; Scoditti 2009, 135. 
112 Ov. Am. 2.11.31-32. 
113 Katz 2004, 425. 
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the lyra of Orpheus, i.e. the chelys-lyre.114 That Propertius is impressed by 
Cynthia’s playing is obvious also in another passage, praising Cynthia for 
her musical talents, and her ivory (i.e. ivory-couloured) fingers which strike 
the strings of the lyra with an easy touch.115 Her ability to compose tunes on 
the Aeolian lyra is also stressed.116  

In one of Horace’s Odes, Lyde (a prostitute) was called upon to entertain 
at a small outdoor party in the countryside. She was told to grab her ivory 
lyra.117 The adjective eburna suggests that the instrument was decorated with 
inlays of ivory, and in that case it is most likely that the lyra itself was con-
structed in wood and not made of a tortoise shell. 

The status of Ovid’s mistress Corinna is uncertain and will be discussed 
in Chapter 4. Anyhow, she was recommended by Ovid in his Amores to stay 
at home on the couch and sound with her fingers the Thracian lyra, instead 
of going away on a planned journey.118 The lyra is in this case supposed to be 
played at home in a safe, private context, contrasting with an adventurous 
journey. 

Giving advice to a man unhappy in love, who wants to stop loving a 
woman but cannot, Ovid suggests that if she has never learnt to touch the 
strings? (he should) call for the lyre ([…] non didicit chordas tangere? 
Posce lyram),119 i.e. if she is unmusical, bring the lyra and require her to 
play; then, if she makes a fool of herself, it will be easier to stop loving her. 
This advice from Ovid does not specify any particular kind of woman, 
whether she is as prostitute or a respectable matrona, and it is expressed in a 
neutral tone. In another passage of his Amores, Ovid describes how easily 
loved that sort of woman is, who, with great skill, runs her fingers over the 
strings of her instrument: haec querulas habili percurrit pollice chordas | 
tam doctas quis non possit amare manus? (this other runs with nimble finger 
over the querulous string – who could but fall in love with such cunning 
hands?).120 Ovid indicates no particular instrument, but since a plectrum is 
not necessary, we are probably dealing with a lyra or a harp, rather than a 
cithara, since cithara used to be played with a plectrum. 

Juvenal in his satires writes about women from the Roman upper strata, 
loosing in respectability when acting like ‘groupies’ to famous musicians. In 
one passage, he tells us about a woman, who with her hands bedecked with 

                               
114 Prop. 1.3.41-44.  
115 Prop. 2.1.9-12.  
116 Prop. 2.3.18-22. Notes on the Aeolian harmonia and its character can be found in Barker 
1989a, 223 and 284.  
117 Hor. Carm. 2.11.21-24. For the interpretation, “inlaid with ivory”, see Bennett & Rolfe 
1961. 
118 Ov. Am. 2.11.31-32.  
119 Ov. Rem. Am. 336. Translation by Mozley.  
120 Ov. Am. 2.4.27-28. Translation by Showerman.  
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sardonyx rings, plays a chelys-lyre using a plectrum which has belonged to  
her idol Hedymeles, which she kisses and caresses.121  

The chelys-lyre is also mentioned in Statius’ description of his wife’s tal-
ented daughter: sive chelyn complexa quatit seu voce paterna | discendum 
Musis sonat et mea carmina flectit, […] (whether she clasps and shakes the 
chelys-lyre, or with voice to match her father’s makes music for Muses to 
learn and modulates my verses, […]).122 She accompanies her singing on the 
chelys-lyre with a voice inherited from her (biological) father who was a 
famous singer. The verses were those composed by Statius himself (her step-
father).  

Plutarch, in his biography on Pompey, compliments Pompey’s beloved 
wife Cornelia, skilled at playing the lyra.123 Here, the lyra is connected to her 
role as a respectable, well-educated and well-behaving wife. 

In the passages above, the lyra of the chelys type is referred to nine times 
in connection with different kinds of women. The settings are all of an inti-
mate character, suitable for a soft-sounding instrument.  
 
By contrast, the cithara (Fig. 7 and front cover) was a large, solid and reso-
nant instrument, constructed in wood and often more than a meter in height. 
It produced a loud sound, and, unlike the lyra, it was used most of all as a 
solo instrument in public performances. Due to this, modern scholars refer to 
it as the concert cithara.124 During the Imperial period, the cithara developed 
substantially, taking on an elaborated shape with beautiful decorations and 
an increased number of strings, which also required higher technical skill of 
the performer. There might have been as many as 18 strings. The instrument 
was preferably played in a standing position, and at a concert the performer 
could be positioned on a podium.125  

The cithara features in the literature a few times in connection with wom-
en. Horace mentions it when describing his new mistress, the Thracian 
Chloe, as “ruling” him. Chloe is characterized as a skilled musician: me nunc 
Thressa Chloe regit, | dulcis docta modos et citharae sciens, […] (Thracian 
Chloe now rules me; she can sing sweet songs and play the cithara delight-
fully, […]).126 Here is a hint at the emotional power this instrument could 
exert as well as at Chloe’s skill. In another passage, Horace lets the older 
Chloris know that she has become too old to frisk and play the cithara with 
the younger girls.127 

                               
121 Juv. Sat. 6.379-84.  
122 Stat. Silv. 3.5.64-65. Translation by Shackleton Bailey.  
123 Plut. Pomp. 55.1-4.  
124 Scoditti 2009, 112, 119; Barker 1989a, 13-14.  
125 Scoditti 2009, 117 and 114. 
126 Hor. Carm. 3.9.9-10. Translation by Rudd, modified (cithara instead of lyre).  
127 Hor. Carm. 3.15.4-6; 13-16. Translation by Rudd, modified (cithara instead of lyre). 
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Ovid’s praises for women with musical talent and the ability to play 
stringed instruments were not only directed at those who play the lyra. In his 
view, it was also desirable for a woman to know how to play the cithara: 
[…] Nec plectrum dextra, citharam tenuisse sinistra. | Nesciat arbitrio femi-
na docta meo (Nor should a woman skilled as I would have her be ignorant 
how to hold the quill in her right hand and the cithara in her left).128 That is 
to say: she must be musically talented enough to know how to play the cith-
ara.  

Figure 7. Seated woman playing 
cithara. Sherd from a Roman 
terracotta lamp, at Museo Na-
zionale degli Strumenti Musi-
cali, Rome (inv. 78). Photo by 
the author. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

One final example: Pliny the younger praises his wife, Calpurnia, who plays 
the cithara and even composes melodies to Pliny’s verses: Versus quidem 
meos cantat etiam formatque cithara […] (She sings my verses and sets 
them to her cithara […]).129  
 

                               
128 Ov. Ars am. 3.319-320. Translation by Mozley.  
129 Plin. Ep. 4.19.4. Translation by Radice, modified (cithara instead of lyre).  
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Figure 8. Woman tuning her instruments: a lyra in her left hand, and a somewhat 
smaller stringed instrument lying on her right side. Pompeji, 30-40 BC. Museo ar-
cheologico Nazionale di Napoli, Photo by the author. 

A less well-known lyre-type is the spadix. Only a few indications of its char-
acter remain. Pollux refers to it as a stringed instrument (Fig. 8).130 Ni-
comachus (first to second century AD) in his discussion on different groups 
of instruments and their sounds, places the spadix together with the lyra and 
cithara, which he considered to be instruments with strings of equal 
length.131 The spadix only appears once paired with women in my sources, 
that is in Quintilian, when he grumbles about new musical influences in 
Rome which are turning men into effeminates. He characterizes the spadix 
as an instrument unfit even for a respectable girl. Evidently, it was surround-
ed with immoral connotations, at least in his time.132  

                               
130 Pollux Onom. 4.59. See 2.2 for a definition of spadix.  
131 Nicomachus, Ench. 4. 
132 Quint. Inst. 1.10.31. Se also part 2.2 for a fuller quotation with translation. 
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The harp family  
Instruments of the “harp” type had foreign connotations in Greek and Roman 
sources.133 It is hard to distinguish different types of harps in the texts. Elabo-
rate descriptions of them are missing, making it difficult to match names of 
harps with ancient depictions. Harps appear with less frequency than the 
lyres in the sources, in all only three times in association with women. 

The most generic and common term used for a harp is psalterium, sug-
gesting an instrument where the strings are plucked by the fingers, rather 
than by a plectrum.134 While lyres have strings of equal length and the differ-
ence in pitch is due to different thickness of the strings, harps feature strings 
of different length, each producing a different pitch.135  

Complaining about the new musical influences which had entered Rome 
in the Augustan period, along with the pantomime, Quintilian, in his Institu-
tio oratoria, mentions both psalteria et spadicas as instruments that not even 
respectable girls should handle.136 

Athenaeus, writing in the second century AD, describes one type of harp 
in greater detail, namely the sambuca, or sambyke. According to him, it was 
a high-pitched musical instrument with a boat-shaped body, perhaps some-
what resembling the siege-engine bearing the same name, sambyke.137 The 
string-holder rose from the body of the instrument at an angle. The sambuca 
may have been a harp-type common in Egypt and the Near East, thus “for-
eign” both to the Greek and the Romans.138  According to Athenaeus, quoting 
king Juba of Mauretania (first century BC – first century AD), it was invent-
ed by Syrians. It was more often associated with women’s music-making 
than men’s, and in Greece, this instrument was used in more intimate set-
tings, such as at private dinners and the like.139  

Livy spoke about the harp, in particular the sambuca, as a despised, for-
eign import from Asia, brought to Rome by the army together with other 
kinds of luxuria: […] Tunc psaltriae sambucistriaeque et convivalia alia 
ludorum oblectamenta addita epulis;[…] (Then female lyre- and sambuca 
players and other festal delights of entertainments were made adjuncts to 
banquets; […]).140 Here sambucistriae (female players of the sambuca) are 

                               
133 For attitudes towards harps in Rome, see part 2.2 on the introduction of new musical ele-
ments in Rome and especially Livy, 39.6.8; Quint. Inst. 1.10.31. For attitudes towards harps 
in a Greek context, see Pl. Resp. 399c, and a discussion in Barker 1989a, 132. 
134 For psallere, see page 40, footnote 101.  
135 Nicomachus, Ench. 4. Vendries 1999, 101. 
136 Quint. Inst. 1.10.31. Translation by Russell (spadicas being Greek accusative plural of 
spadix) 
137 Ath. 14.633f-634a, quoting the third century BC epic poet Euphorion. 
138 Barker 1989a, 178 and 293. See also Juv. Sat. 1.3.62-65. 
139 For a discussion on the use of harps in a Greek context, see Barker 1989b, 488; Barker 
1989a, 16, 50, 178 and 293. 
140 Livy, 39.6.8. Translation by Sage, modified (“female lyre- and sambuca players” replacing 
“female players of the lute and the harp”). According to Athenaeus (Ath. 4.175c-d referring to 
Ath. 4.129a), the historian Hippolochus (fourth – third century BC), associated players of the 
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distinguished from psaltriae, and associated with a newly introduced style of 
entertainment at banquets.  

The third type of harp mentioned in the sources is nabla or nablium, the 
Hebrew nevel. It was an instrument producing a “breathing music”.141 The 
Phoenicians invented it, so Athenaeus writes (quoting Sopater, the fourth-
third century BC parodist). The nablium was to be held with its body posi-
tioned upright. The string holder, made of lotus wood, held ten to twelve 
strings. It was played with both hands.142 Ovid saw it as having positive mer-
its, from the amatory point of view. He recommended that women should 
learn how to play the nablium in order to appear attractive, hence giving the 
instrument-type a positive connotation.143  From a possible identification of 
the instrument on a Roman stele, it has however been suggested that the 
nablium was not of the harp-family, but had strings of equal length.144  
 
In all, there are 21 mentions of women playing different kinds of string in-
struments in the texts, including music making described as psallere and 
women musicians referred to as psaltriae.  

Psallere and psaltria appear three times in Livy, Horace and Sallust. 
Psallere is mentioned negatively in connection with the immoral influences 
from Asia, but in a more positive sense in connection with the beautiful 
Chia, where psallere is characterized as docta (good). Finally, it appears in 
the disparaging of the far too talented Sempronia.  

The lyra of the chelys-type is the instrument most frequently associated 
with Roman women, nine times in texts by Horace, Propertius, Ovid, Juve-
nal, Statius and Plutarch. The chelys-lyre fits well with love poetry, where it 
appears in intimate settings and where the woman playing it could be either a 
mistress or a prostitute (Corinna, Cynthia, Lyde), who entertains on her in-
strument in an attractive and feminine way. Aristocratic women, too, are 
represented as playing it; not just the ‘groupie’-woman in Juvenal whose 
respectability might be questioned by the author, but a respectable wife and a 
daughter (Cornelia and the stepdaughter of Statius). 

Women playing the cithara are encountered four times in texts by Horace, 
Ovid and Pliny. Playing this instrument seems to have demanded great skill. 
It is featured in connection to different kinds of women, such as a beloved 
(Chloris), a “ruling” mistress (Chloe), and a respectable matron (Calpurnia). 
Ovid recommends in to women in general. Calpurnia even composed music 
for it.  

                                                                                                                             
nabla with Rhodian female sambyke-players, female aulos-players and lascivious perfor-
mances at banquets.  
141 Barker 1989a, 263 and Vendries 2004-2005, 492. 
142 Ath. 4.175c. Lewis & Short 1998, 1184, s.v. nablium. 
143 Ov. Ars am. 3.327-28.  
144 Vendries 2004-2005, 489. 
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As for the harps, in three passages Quintilian, Livy and Ovid mention 
three different kinds of harps; psalterium, sambuca and nablium. Whereas 
they are negatively associated with luxuria and foreign influences in the 
moralizing of the prose writers (sambuca and psalterium), harps are positive-
ly viewed by Ovid in his amatory poems (nablium).  

3.2 Wind instruments 
The second group of instruments to be considered consists of wind instru-
ments, among which only the tibiae will be considered (Fig. 9). The tibiae 
(reed pipes) were equivalent to the Greek auloi. Such pipes were the only 
type of wind-instrument mentioned in the Roman sources as regularly played 
by women. Other wind-instruments, not to be included in the discussion 
here, were for example the hydraulis (the water organ), the tuba (a kind of 
trumpet), and cornu (a bronze horn) (Fig. 1). These were mostly used in 
military contexts, at the amphitheatre and at major funerals (see part 2.1) and 
not handled by women, to judge from my sources, except from the hydraulis. 
Juvenal was even making fun of the idea having women playing the tuba.145 

The word tibiae is often mistranslated as “flute”, or “double flute” in 
modern literature. In fact, it was a reed instrument comparable to the oboe or 
shawm, with a strong and penetrating sound, very different from that of a 
flute. The tibiae were usually made of wood, but sometimes also of bone, 
ivory or metal. They were usually played in pairs (hence the plural tibiae).146 
The pipes were separate, not fastened together, but played simultaneously. A 
leather strap called the capistrum (phorbeia in Greek) could be tied across 
the cheeks to support the pipes, since they needed a rather powerful blow in 
order to sound.147  

                               
145 Juv. Sat. 6.250. See Suet. Aug. 100, for girls singing at Augustus’ funeral. Regarding 
women playing the hydraulis, see Pendle 2001, 37-38 and Markovits 2003, 381.  
146 Barker 1989a, 15. 
147 Scoditti 2009, 52; Moore 2012, 44. 
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Figure 9. Tibiae. At the Museo Nazionale degli strumenti musicali, Rome (Inv. 936 
and 937). Photo by the author. 

 
The playing of tibiae had connections to several arenas in Roman society. 
They were used for solo concerts, at dinner party performances, in plays at 
the theatre, and as accompaniment to singing, dancing and sports. They were 
also used in religious ceremonies, as seen above in section 2.1. The music 
played on the tibiae was often dramatic and emotional in character, being 
known for its ability to bring forth both exaltation and lamentation.148  

The first example is a passage from Martial, about a drunken pipe-girl: 
Saepe duas pariter, saepe monaulon habet (Often she has two of us together, 
often she has a monaulos), i.e. often she plays on two auloi/tibiae, often on 
one.149  Her drunkenness indicates a party-context. Since Martial’s texts often 
approach erotic and vulgar topics, it is likely that the aulos/auloi refers to the 
male sexual organ and to fellatio, giving the notion that “playing the tibiae” 
was a service that could be offered with a double meaning by the prostitutes 
who provided musical entertainment (Fig. 10).150   

                               
148 For Roman sources on the arousing sound of the tibiae, see Tib. 2.1.85-86; Liv. 39.15.6; 
Ov. Fast. 179-190. See also Pl. Resp. 399 c-d; Arist. Pol. 1341a; Aristid. Quint. De musica 
2.16 regarding the character of the instrument, as well as Barker 1989b, 15. West 1992, 81-85, 
and Hagel 2010 offer substantial analyses and discussions on the auloi/tibiae.  
149 Mart. 14.63. Translation by Shackleton Bailey.  
150 Fellatio = “blowjob”. Another reference to this theme is found in Ar. Vesp. 1345-1365. 
Further reading about auletrides and their roles both as musicians during dinner parties and as 
offering sexual service is to be found in Moore 2012, 31-32. In ancient Greece, the erotic 
associations of auloi is found in Dionysian contexts, though they were commonly used in 
connection with religious ceremonies in general. In Greek vase-paintings in particular, it has 
been suggested that the painters drew parallels between the aulos and the male erect penis 
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Figure 10. Woman entertaining with auloi-playing at a drinking party, ca 420 BC. 
The Nikias Painter, National archaeological museum of Spain. Photo: Marie Lan-
Nguyen, Wikimedia commons. 

Horace gives another telling example in a passage referring to the playing of 
tibiae by prostitutes, when he compares the boring city-life in Rome, where 
he is currently staying, with the much more pleasant life at his villa in the 
countryside. At the villa, his former slave is now raised to the rank of super-
intendent of the estate. Horace, tired of Rome, has the feeling that they both 
are discontented with their situations, since the superintendent in his turn 
would prefer life in town. In the countryside, there are no taverns nearby 
where you can get something to drink and nec meretrix tibicina, cuius ad 
strepitum salias terrae gravis (no tibiae-playing prostitute, to whose strains 
you can dance and thump the ground).151 In short, there is hard to find a pros-
titute, entertaining with music and sex in the countryside. Here the erotic 
connection of the tibiae is made explicit. 

Propertius also makes the connection between tibiae and prostitution in a 
poem about an occasion when he hired two prostitutes, Phyllis and Teia for a 
private party. In this context, Phyllis provided percussion accompaniment to 
the dancing, but it was a man originating from Egypt who played the tibi-

                                                                                                                             
(Lissarrague 2013, 150). Satyrs were often depicted as playing auloi, and a common motif is 
the auloi-playing satyr with an erect penis, sometimes with the instrument-case hanging from 
it. 
151 Hor. Epist. 1.14.25-26. Translation by Fairclough, modified (“tibiae-playing prostitute” 
instead of “flute-playing courtesan”).  
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ae.152 The tibiae here fulfilled the function of creating an indulgent atmos-
phere at the party.153 

In all, women are only shown playing the tibiae in two passages. The con-
texts are associated with prostitution and erotic encounters, with the tibiae as 
the creator of an atmosphere suitable for this kind of event. We find no re-
spectable woman playing the tibiae just for leisure or for any kind of public 
or semi-public performance.  

3.3 Percussion instruments 
Percussion instruments included several different types and had a wide range 
of areas for use. Within religious cult (see 2.1) tympanum (the hand drum, 
Fig. 11) and cymbala, together with tibiae, were important implements.  
Percussion instruments were also common at the theatre, as well providing 
accompaniment generally for the performance of music or dance.154 They 
were surrounded with dubious connotations as we will see, since the func-
tion of the instruments themselves was to create an ecstatic atmosphere, 
whereas, as Cicero attests, excitement was against the Roman ideals of self-
control and dignity.155 In the four examples considered in the present study, 
the percussion instruments considered are crotala, a comparatively large 
kind of hand clappers or castanets, and the cymbala, small, metal cymbals.  

Crotala (Fig. 12), the hand clappers, could be made of different kinds of 
materials, such as wood, metal, shells, or pieces of pottery, which must all 
have produced rather different sounds.156 

As we have noted these feature (played by Phyllis) in a poem by Properti-
us (4.8) about a “three in a bed” party, including neat wine and roses, as well 
as music and dancing.157 The context obviously had erotic connotations, and 
the choice of instruments suited the purpose of the situation well, since the 
crotala, together with the tibiae, provided emotional excitement.158  
  

                               
152 Prop. 4.8.29-32 and 39-40. For a comment on this passage and its problematics, see below 
page 87, footnote 321. 
153 Although the player is here a man, this passage illustrates well the erotic connotations to 
the tibiae. 
154 Scoditti 2009, 26 and 47-48. 
155 Cic. Off. 1.28-36. 
156 Barker 1989a, 17. 
157 Prop. 4.8.39-40 (see further page 87, footnote 321 for this particular passage). 
158 This is seen also within the cults of Cybele and Bacchus, where the instruments contribute 
to an ecstatic atmosphere (Catull. 63-64). 
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Figure 11. Woman playing the tympanum. Roman terracotta lamp at the Museo 
Nazionale degli strumenti musicali, Rome (inv. 172). Photo by Anna Lindgren 
Dahlin. 

Crotala are also mentioned in connection with the famous Gades dancers, 
the women from Gades (Cadiz in present Spain) who performed erotic danc-
es, for which they were both admired and frowned upon.159 Juvenal, in his 
eleventh satire, refers to a performance by these dancers, evoking also the 
sounds connected with the dance: audiat ille testarum crepitus cum verbis 
[….] (let him hear the cracking sound of castanets (testae, pieces of pottery) 

                               
159 For the Gades-dancers, see Mart. 5.78.25-32, 6.71.1-2 and 14.203; Plin. Ep. 1.15; Stat. 
Silv. 1.6.67-74; Juv. 11.162-166. 
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along with words... (i.e. singing)).160 Crotala, this time made of pieces of 
pottery, is the only instrument mentioned to accompany the dance.  

Could there have been other musical instruments accompanying the 
dance, not mentioned in the text? An alternative interpretation of the text is 
that it was the sandals of the dancers that produced the sound, imitating a 
foot clapper, the scabellum (Fig. 13), rather than pottery-made crotala.161 
The scabellum was used to mark the beat to the musicians in different con-
texts.162 

 
Figure 12. Female figure, pos-
sibly a maenad, playing the 
crotala while a satyr plays the 
tibiae, on the so-called Borghe-
se vase, produced in Athens ca 
50-40 BC but found in the Horti 
Sallustiana, Rome. Photo: Ma-
rie-Lan Nguyen, Wikimedia 
commons. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The cymbala (Fig. 3), were small, circular metal discs. They were used in 
pairs, fastened to the fingers and beaten towards each other.163 As already 
stated (in part 2.1), they played an important role within the cults of Cybele 
and Bacchus, contributing to the arousal of an ecstatic atmosphere.164  

                               
160 Juv. 11.171-172. Translation by Braund. Evidently, the performance was very dirty in 
character for later in Juvenal’s text, we are told that the words (verbis) of the singing men-
tioned, were “too obscene for the naked slave standing for sale in the stinking brothel…” (Juv. 
11.172-174). See also Suet. Ner. 20, where testa indicates a kind of applause where the sound 
from the hand-clapping was similar to the sound from pieces of pottery cracking together. For 
a discussion on the Gades dancers, see Chapter 6. 
161 Wulstan 2005, 236. 
162 For a discussion on scabellum, see Péché & Vendries 2001, 45-46. 
163 Scoditti 2009, 26. 
164 Scoditti 2009, 26. Catull. 63 and 64. 
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Cymbala also appear outside the religious sphere. In a passage from Pe-
tronius’ Satyricon, where the vulgarity of the freed man Trimalchio’s dinner 
is described, a girl with cymbala (Latin: cymbalistria) entered to entertain 
the guests.165 By then, these guests were exhausted from all the food and 
beverages consumed, and had almost fallen asleep. But when the girl started 
to play, the loud-sounding cymbala woke everybody up. Evidently they 
made powerful sound. 

Cymbala appear among the Gades dancers to accompany their dance, as 
well. Statius, in his Silvae, reports from a festival of the emperor Domitian, 
that illic cymbala tinnulaeque Gades (elsewhere are cymbals and jingling 
Gades).166 Among different kinds of entertainment were the Gades girls with 
their cymbala. The adjective tinnulae, attached to the place-name, suggest 
the metallic, ringing sound that these Gaditanae created.  

Figure 13. Recon-
struction of a Roman 
foot clapper, scabel-
lum, made by Jean-
Claude Condi. Photo 
by Benoit Tessé. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Of percussion instruments in the Roman sources, crotala and cymbala are 
mentioned twice each in connection with women, in ecstatic, erotic and fes-
tive contexts. Percussion appears in connection to women in a prostitution 
context, and at a dinner party. Consequently, crotala and cymbala are never 
mentioned as performed on by respectable women at home or in any other 
private contexts.  

                               
165 Petr. Sat. 22-23. 
166 Stat. Silv. 1.6.69. Translation by Shackleton Bailey. The Gades girls are further mentioned 
in Mart. 5.78.25-32; Plin. Ep. 1.15; Mart. 14.203; Mart. 6.71.1-2; Stat. Silv. 1.6.67-74; Juv. 
11.162-166). See also 6.3, below. 
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3.4 Voice 
The last type of instruments to be treated here is the female singing voice, 
which is mentioned in nine passages, if we include those containing the 
terms psallere and psaltria. As has been seen earlier, Ovid encouraged 
women to play different kinds of instruments (what kind of women he was 
adressing will be discussed further in Chapter 4). He also wanted women to 
learn to sing: discant cantare puellae: | pro facie multis vox sua lena fuit 
(Let women learn to sing; with many, voice instead of face has been their 
procuress.).167 To women who were not good-looking, a talent for singing 
could be of help in getting a man, so Horace claims. On the other hand, he 
reviled the ageing Lyce for singing, something which she did when drunk, 
with the specific ambition of catching a man.168 He also, however, seemed 
positive over the sweet singing Licymnia (possibly the wife of Maecenas), 
who was mature enough to be praised for her faithfulness in love, but sang 
and took part in ceremonial dance without loosing in grace.169 

In Vergil’s Georgics, a hard-working peasant woman is encountered sing-
ing, while performing household duties, weaving or preparing wine, all 
through the night. Singing makes the burden of her work easier to bear.170 
This is a rare mention of the domestic use of music. Another example is 
found in Tibullus, when he writes about women in the countryside, singing 
while weaving in the service of Minerva.171 

Statius’s stepdaughter, already encountered in the first section of this 
chapter in connection with the lyres, also used to sing: sive chelyn complexa 
quatit seu voce paterna | discendum Musis sonat et mea carmina flectit, 
(whether she clasps and shakes the chelys-lyre, or with voice to match her 
father’s makes music for Muses to learn and modulates my verses…).172 She 
is described as talented, as having inherited her famous (biological) father’s 
voice and given to singing the songs of Statius. Her singing is presented as 
something positive, strengthening the good image of the girl. 

Singing to the accompaniment of stringed instrument could also be the in-
tended meaning when the werb psallere is used.173 Sempronia, considered 
too good at psallere and saltare (dancing) than was necessary for a woman 
in her position, figures in this context.174  In addition, Horace’s description of 
Chia, as docta psallere, and Livy’s mentioning of new influences at the ban-
quets in shape of psaltriae, should be mentioned here.175   

                               
167 Ov. Ars am. 3.315-316. Translation by Mozley.  
168 Hor. Carm. 4.13.1-8.  
169 Hor. Carm. 2.11.21-24. 
170 Verg. Georg. 1.289-296. 
171 Tib. 2.1.62-66 
172 Stat. Silv. 3.5.64-65.Translation by Shackleton Bailey. 
173 For psallere, see page 41, footnote 101.  
174 Sall. Cat. 25.1-3. 
175 Hor. Carm. 4.13.1-8; Liv. 39.6.8.  
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Singing women are found in diverse contexts and they belonged to different 
social strata. Singing appears in Ovid’s general advice to women as to how 
to catch a man. Horace dislikes the tremulous voice of the ageing Lyce, and 
yet praises Licymnias’s singing. Other female singers were housewives en-
gaged in household duties, according to Vergil and Tibullus; Statius’ talent-
ed stepdaughter and the noble, rebellious Sempronia. Lyce, and likewise the 
women entertaining at banquets in Livy may have been prostitutes. Singing 
is generally encouraged and singing women are looked upon positively by 
some of the authors, but a negative view is taken of them by Horace in the 
case of Lyce, Sallust, with regard to Sempronia, and Livy, when he decries 
their presence as performers at banquets.  

3.5 The attitudes of musical theorists 
In the ancient literature on music theory, a certain gendering of musical in-
struments is discernible. In classical Greece, the lyre was considered as an 
instrument suitable to the free, aristocratic man, who at an early age learned 
to handle it, with a view to accompanying songs during the symposia where 
men entertained each other. Those who did not know how to play were con-
sidered as uneducated.176 A similar attitude is represented by Aristides Quin-
tilianus, the Greek musicologist living in the late third or early fourth century 
AD.177 His thoughts are, however, quite similar to those presented by the 
Greek theorists 500-600 years earlier, due to a strongly persistent tradition of 
thoughts and ideas, which makes it reasonable to include him here. Accord-
ing to Aristides, the lyre was associated primarily with the male sex, due to 
its depth and roughness. The sambyke (sambuca), a type of harp, was, on the 
other hand, a feminine instrument, suitable for women because of its “igno-
ble” character. The sambuca had a very high pitch, due to the shortness of 
strings, which gave it a weak impression.178 Hence, it is reasonable to con-
clude that the sambuca was an instrument of rather small size, correspond-
ingly short strings, associated with women due to its weak sound. There are, 
as I have shown, a few examples in the Roman sources of women playing 
different kinds of harps. In two cases out of three, the harp is associated neg-

                               
176 Pl. Leg. 812b-813a, cf. Quint. Inst. 1.10.19. Regarding Greek women and music, see for 
example Bundrick 2005; Harmon 2005; Nordquist 2014; Rocconi 2006. 
177 A discussion about the life of Aristides Quintilianus could be found in Mathiesen1983, 10-
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included also discussions on the Roman reception and musical practice (Barker 1989b, 396. 
Regarding Roman practice, see Aristid. Quint. De musica 2.6). 
178 Aristid. Quint. De musica 2.16. For a further discussion on sambuca, see Barker 1989b, 
488; Barker 1989a, 16 and 178. 
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atively with luxuria, and with the new trend that included performances by 
women at Roman banquets.179 

For Aristides Quintilianus, it was its sound that determined whether an in-
strument should be considered suitable for men or women. Sounds could, he 
said, be characterized as feminine or masculine with respect to ethos:180 the 
masculine sound was of solid character, while the feminine had an indulgent 
character. Aristides divides sounds into masculine, preferred ones, and femi-
nine, less preferred ones. Masculine and feminine sounds could also be 
mixed, forming a third “intermediate” group. The combination of different 
sounds produced different harmoniae (i.e. pitched notes sounding together 
according to certain patterns), suitable for different kinds of instruments.181  

The cithara befitted both men and women, according to Aristides. He 
mentions two different types of citharae: “the one with many notes” 
(polyphthonga) which suited women better and the one “more similar to the 
lyre in tone”, which suited men.182 The modern specialist in ancient Greek 
music, professor Andrew Barker, argues that the male version most likely 
referred to was the so called concert-cithara, the large, solid and resonant 
instrument connected to men’s solo performances, while the cithara recom-
mended for women in the sources possibly referred to a stringed instrument 
in general. Polyphthonga (many-noted), the word used by Aristides to de-
scribe the cithara suitable for women, implies that the instrument was able to 
produce intricate melodic patterns.183 In the Greek context, harps, psalteria, 
were regarded as equivalent to many-noted instruments. Although Aristides 
specifically talks about the instruments as citharae, it is possible that he is 
actually referring to a harp. Harps were, as already mentioned, regarded as 
foreign with negative connotations, both in Greece and Rome.184  

Athenaeus, writing in the second century AD, but quoting Aristoxenus 
(ancient musicologist of the fourth century BC), distinguishes five classes of 
auloi: the parthenioi (maiden-pipes), the paidikoi (child-pipes), the so-called 
“men-pipes” including the kitharisterioi, the teleioi (the complete), and the 
hyperteleioi (extra-complete).185 Two groups of instruments are defined, one 
for children and young women (maidens), the other for men. 

The Greek rhetorician Julius Pollux, living in the second century AD, i.e. 
in the same period as Athenaeus, also refers to these different types of auloi 
and elaborates on their use in his Onomasticon. According to Pollux, the 
“maiden-pipes” accompanied the choral songs of maidens, and the “child-
                               
179 Liv. 39.6.8; Quint. Inst. 1.10.31. Ovid, however, takes a positive line: Ov. Ars am. 3.327-
28. 
180 In the ancient Greek theory of ethos, different types of music were credited with specific 
effects on a person’s character (see Pl. Resp. 397-401b; Arist. Pol. 1339a11-1342b34). 
181 Aristid. Quint. De musica 2.12.  
182 Aristid. Quint. De musica 2.16. 
183 Barker 1989b, 488. See also Pl. Resp. 399c-d on “many-noted” music. 
184 Barker 1989a, 270. For the Roman notions, see Liv. 39.6.8; Quint. Inst. 1.10.31. 
185 Ath. 4.176e-182e. 
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pipes” songs of boys. The “extra-complete” auloi accompanied choruses of 
men, while the “complete” were used for soloists and to accompany paeans 
(ritual songs addressed above all to Apollo). The auloi kitharisterioi accom-
panied the cithara.186 These two theorists, Athenaeus and Pollux, both 
Greeks, but living under the Roman Empire, did not associate aulos-playing 
with prostitutes or regard it as having bad connotations. 

Aristides Quintilianus, writing a century later or more, presents a three-
fold classification of auloi, unparalleled in Athenaeus and Pollux: he distin-
guishes the Phrygian aulos, considered as feminine due to its mournful and 
threnodic sound,187 the choric aulos, also considered as feminine since it 
easily reached a high pitch, and, finally, the Pythian aulos that was more of a 
masculine instrument due to its grave sound.188 The sound is here determi-
nant for the cathegorisation in feminine and masculine.  

Plato and Aristotle has adopted a more negative attitude towards tibiae. 
Plato, in his Republic, wrote about the “many-noted” auloi in negative terms 
(cf. the “many-stringed” harps mentioned above). The negative Greek atti-
tude had to do with the possibility of creating a large number of notes on the 
instrument (even though it had few finger-holes), by means of advanced 
techniques of breath and lip control. Plato preferred more unpretentious mel-
ody and rhythm, which was more in line with his theories about ethos and 
the power of music.189 According to Aristotle, auloi were immoral since they 
aroused the emotions, and should therefore preferably be used in emotional 
contexts, such as in the tragic drama, never within education.190 It is uncer-
tain, however, how representative these philosophical thoughts were of the 
attitudes of society in general. 

Crotala had clear associations with orgiastic music in Greek contexts: 
they often accompanied the auloi in Dionysiac settings, sometimes together 
with the tympanum (Fig. 3), but they were rarely encountered with the citha-
ra.191 Athenaeus, (quoting Dicaearchus, a pupil of Aristotle), claims that the 
crotala were very popular among women, providing accompaniment for 
their dancing and singing. He adds also (quoting Didymus, an Alexandrinian 
scholar of the Augustan period) that they produced a high and clear sound 
that could even stand in for the lyre. Much earlier, Aristophanes in his Ranae 
                               
186 Ath. 14.634e-f; Pollux Onom.  4.81. 
187 The aulos was thought to originate from Phrygia. Sometimes auloi with one curved end in 
the shape of a bell, and one straight end are called “Phrygian” (see Scoditti 55-56 and 66, note 
57). 
188 Aristid. Quint. De musica 2.16. The Pythian aulos was used to accompany the Pythian 
nomoi, i.e. traditional melodic settings of epic texts, and paeans, hymns of gratitude or victo-
ry, often addressed to Apollo. The choric aulos accompanied dithyrambs, songs connected-
with the cult of Dionysos, but also associated with Apollo, performed in a circle and some-
times danced (Barker 1989b, 59). 
189 On many-noted instruments, see: Pl. Resp. 399 c-d. For a discussion, see Barker 1989a, 50 
and 132; Barker 1989b, 488.  
190 Arist. Pol. 1341a. 
191 Barker 1989a, 17, 76 and 297-298.  



 60 

(Frogs), had also ascribed to this notion.192 This will be of interest later on 
(6.3) when we discuss dance and its possible accompaniment. 

It was not only in connection with song and music that the voice was the 
subject if discussion by theorists. Those seeking a career as an orator or 
voice-trainer (phonascus) also had to keep the voice in trim. The Roman 
rhetorician Quintilian gave advice to men who held the profession of orator 
or voice-trainer – professions not open to women – on how they could exer-
cise both themselves and their voices to keep them in good condition. It was 
of importance that the sound did not have a “feeble shrillness characterizing 
the voice of women, eunuchs and invalids…”.193 The female voice was con-
sequently given a lower status. For the orator or voice-trainer, keeping the 
voice in good shape (manly and harsh) was accomplished through walking, 
rubbing-down with oil, refraining from sex, an easy digestion, a simple life 
style, and through keeping the throat in a sound condition.194 

Aristides stated that the male voice with its lower scales and harsher char-
acter, produced a sound of more ferocity and gravity. The female voice, on 
the other hand, presented higher scales of a mournful and crying character. 
All this depended on the different physical conditions of men and women, 
with regard to the breath and width of the internal passages available for the 
air to pass through. The scales produced by the male and female voices were 
furthermore connected to ethos, in that the male voice connected better to the 
preferred scales.195 So, regarding the voice, we find a distinction drawn be-
tween the preferred male sound and its less preferred female counterpart, the 
feminine voice being preferably light and clear (young-sounding?) in charac-
ter.  

3.6 Concluding remarks 
We have looked at the frequency with which the various musical instruments 
appear in connection with women, at the contexts in which they are found 
and, finally, at approaches to the topic in musical theory. All these topics 
will now be discussed together. It should first be noted that within our period 
(the Late Roman Republic and the Early Empire) one can detect no change 

                               
192 Ath. 14.635.c-d; Ar. Ran. 1304-1307. Dicaearchus was a historian and geographer from 
fourth-third century BC, and Didymus was an Alexandrian grammarian and scholar of the 
Augustan period. The “high and clear sound” mentioned by Athenaeus, makes Barker think of 
another instrument, such as the Egyptian sistrum, used within the Isis cult, or cymbala. The 
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itself prove that the crotala were not meant.  
193 Quint. Inst. 11.3.19. Translation by Russell. 
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195 Aristid. Quint. De musica 2.14.  
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in attitude over time towards the different musical instruments in their rela-
tion to women. 

According to the Roman sources, playing the lyre (both lyra and cithara) 
and singing were the most common ways for a woman to make music. Such 
music-making suited any kind of context and any kind of woman. Women 
were even complimented and encouraged by the authors of Roman literature 
for making this kind of music. Harps, tibiae, and percussion instruments on 
the other hand, were surrounded with negative connotations. They seem  
hardly to have been played by respectable women, and are only rarely men-
tioned at all in the literary sources. This has probably to do with the sources 
themselves: Roman literature directed towards the upper classes and written 
by the upper classes, and hence displaying their social ideas.  

The results from the investigation of stringed instruments played by 
women, show that women of different social status and position, such as 
prostitutes, girlfriends, respectable matronae and young daughters, all played 
on stringed instruments, mostly on the chelys-lyre. Consequently, the lyra 
cannot be considered in the Roman context as exclusively a “male” instru-
ment, a label attached to it by Aristides Quintilianus.196 Barker doubts the 
male exclusivity, too, on the grounds that the chelys-lyre was rather small 
and produced a somewhat high pitch, in contradiction of Aristides’ descrip-
tion of its sound as deep and rough. Barker suggests instead that Aristides 
may actually have been referring to the larger barbitos, since terminology 
for different instrument types was rather flexible.197 I find Barker’s argument 
convincing as it corroborates what the Roman sources of the Late Republic 
and the Early Empire say about lyrae in the hands of women, even if ideals 
might have changed by the period of Aristides.  

Women are more seldom encountered playing the cithara than the lyra. 
There are four examples, showing women of uncertain social status (Chloris 
and Chloe) as well as a married woman (Calpurnia) about to play. The ad-
vice of Ovid appears to be directed to any woman, as will be discussed in 
section 4.2. Calpurnia’s husband Pliny, in several of his letters, praised her, 
showing his admiration and love for his wife. He was also proud of her great 
musical talent, specifically mentioning her cithara-playing. She must have 
been skilled, and probably educated, since cithara was a more difficult in-
strument to play as compared to the lyra.198 She also composed music, ac-
cording to Pliny, which may be taken as a verification of her high level of 
skills.  

The musical theorists’ view that the cithara was a solo instrument to be 
performed by men on public platforms, not at home in intimate settings by 
women, is something that this result contradicts. Although it has been sug-
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gested that a cithara in the hands of a woman may actually refer to a “many-
noted” instrument in general (like a harp),199 there is no convincing argument 
not to accept the actual reading of the texts, especially since there are also 
iconographic testimonies, which support the notion that women played the 
cithara.200 It is of importance to remember that the writings of Aristides may 
reflect the Greek taste and Greek musical theory from earlier periods, rather 
than current Roman ideals. 

In the case of harps, however, which seem to have had an inferior status 
compared to lyres, Roman attitudes corresponded to the theoretical outlook 
of Aristides.201 Harps had the status of a woman’s instrument in Aristides’ 
view, and a lower status than lyres; smaller harps with faint sound and igno-
ble character suited women and indeed, women played them. Roman men-
tions of women harp-players come in the context of disapproval for luxuria 
and banqueting practices introduced from the East.202 These new customs 
had brought women’s music-making out of intimate settings, more into pub-
lic view.203 

Women players of the tibiae are scarcely encountered in the sources for 
our period, and when they do the contexts are associated with prostitution. 
How come? The Greek theorists do not make this association. What Athe-
naeus, Pollux and Aristides claimed was that certain auloi suited certain 
persons better, depending on their sex and age. The Roman Late Republi-
can/Early Imperial literary sources portraying women tibiae-players, make 
no classification of reed instruments into different types. They all refer simp-
ly to one single instrument type, the tibiae. However, Catullus expressed his 
thoughts about the “barbarian” Phrygian pipe and its presence in certain 
ecstatic cult, and these correspond with Aristides’ rather negative approach 
towards the aulos classified as Phrygian (“mournful and threnodic”).204 It 
appears that Athenaeus and Pollux, as well as Aristides, had in mind primari-
ly the use of auloi within religious contexts, since they mention choral songs 
and paeans, which the auloi would accompany. Their uses in a secular con-
text seem to have been differently looked upon. 

Plato and Aristotle saw the instrument as immoral, as did Aristides much 
later in time, mentioning that the instrument was of an indulgent character, 
with a mournful sound that could excite emotions.205 Pollux and Athenaeus 
did not support this view. They spoke of the instrument strictly in connection 
with the religious sphere, with different kinds of pipes suiting men, women, 
                               
199 Barker, as a comment on Aristides (Barker 1989a, 488). 
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represented on a funerary stele from the 1st century BC, was found close to modern Ancona 
(today in the Museo Archeologico Nazionale delle Marche, inv. 100).  
201 Aristid. Quint. De musica 2.16. 
202 Liv. 39.6.8. 
203 Barker 1989b, 488; Barker 1989a, 16, 50, 178 and 293. 
204 Catull. 63 and 64. 
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and children, making no negative judgements regarding the character of the 
instrument. However, they refer to a Greek context, not a Roman, and in 
Roman religion, no women pipe-players are encountered.206  

Three literay mentions by Roman poets, Martial, Horace and Propertius 
of women playing tibiae in erotic contexts, are consonant with the attitudes 
presented by Plato, Aristotle and Aristides, who write negatively about the 
instrument as immoral. In fact, the small number of Roman attestations from 
the Late Republic and the Early Empire may be a result of the immoral char-
acter of the tibiae, since women should not be associated with the instru-
ment, at least not respectable women. 

Percussion instruments – cymbala and crotala – also were considered to 
have immoral connotations. Both of these instruments accompanied erotical-
ly evocative dancing by the Gades dancers, and percussion-playing was as-
sociated with dancing in Greek theory, too. Athenaeus, when quoting Didy-
mus, mentioned that the crotala produced a high and clear sound and could 
be used instead of a lyre to accompany dance. Perhaps then, in our period, it 
served sometimes as the only accompaniment for a dance. Didymus was 
writing in the Augustan period, quite close in time to the authors who wrote 
about the Gades dancers.  

The female voice was less highly regarded than the male, according to 
Aristides, giving it a lower status in comparison with the instruments used by 
women. This was the view of Quintilian as well. Nonetheless, women in the 
Roman Late Republican and Early Imperial context were regularly encour-
aged to sing, and this suggests that the Greek thinkers had little or no impact 
on the Roman mindset with regard to women’s song in this period. As we 
have noted, Aristides lived in a later era. 
 
How are we to interpret the associations attached to various musical instru-
ments featured in the ancient sources? Several studies, especially in the field 
of music-ethnology, have focused on perceived connections of instruments 
with aspects of gender, investigating both contemporary cultures and histori-
cal periods.207 Certain instruments may be considered as being, by their na-
ture, male or female. This perception has not so much to do with the shape of 
the instrument but rather depends on its sound, and we find such thinking in 
the ancient writers on musical theory.208 An example is the different attitudes 
held among the ancient music theorists towards the harps versus the citha-
rae. The suggestion was that harps suited women better whereas citharae 
suited men. Here, the sound was crucial, the cithara being much louder, 
compared to the soft-sounding harp. Further comparisons can be made re-
garding technique and size: the cithara was much more difficult to play, 
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compared to the lyra and physically larger.209 Regarding the voice, too, the 
type of sound produced was of importance, the male, preferred voice, being 
considered of a stronger character than the female one, which was reckoned 
also to be mournful.  

Playing instruments is often regarded as more technically advanced com-
pared to singing. It takes a lot of hard practice to attain a refined technique 
(for singing as well). Technical skills in general have been associated with 
the male, who, in the traditional view are seen to control nature by these 
skills.210 On the other hand, singing has traditionally been associated with 
women, since singing is considered “natural”, and closely connected with 
the body and not least with the biology of the female nature.211 A parallel to 
this sort of differentiation between male and female can be found in other 
fields of society. For instance, women have often been designated for certain 
kinds of jobs, and men for others, and usually men’s jobs are seen as requir-
ing more technical skills than women’s.212 Using this line of argument when 
it comes to the ancient context and playing an instrument, it is seen as natu-
ral that men should play the difficult cithara, while women play the less 
difficult lyra or sing. It is therefore rather surprising to find at least four ref-
erences to women playing the cithara in the ancient Roman sources.213 

 That women lack the physical strength and therefore the ability to play 
certain instruments is another preconception that has been stressed in mod-
ern studies.214 My own experience, having tried a modern reconstruction of a 
cithara, is that even if the instrument is quite large its weight is by no means 
overwhelming, no more than the weight of a guitar.215 The weight-aspect 
cannot therefore constitute any hindrance that prevents a person with less 
muscular mass, from playing it.  

Other factors of importance for the discussion are postures, gestures, 
clothes, hairstyles, and how you actually play an instrument. These different 
ways of using the body are expressions of diverse ways in which men and 
women differeniate themselves from the opposite sex and thus may be said 
to “perform gender”.216 Playing the small lyra probably did not impact upon 
your body to any great extent. As a woman, you could still look proper and 
modest while playing. Playing the cithara made more use of your body, and 
required more concentration on actually playing it.217 The focus shifted away 
the male perception of what women musicians should rather do, namely, 
look as good as possible while playing.  
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In studies of music-making in more modern contexts, the bodily appear-
ance and the importance of looking good while playing an instrument have 
also been stressed. It was reckoned of importance not to appear in poses that 
could be seen as sexually alluring.218 From the ancient sources, we learn that 
playing the tibiae disfigured your face, since the cheeks were all blown out  
during the performance (Fig. 14). This was the reason why Athena cast away 
the aulos: it made her face look ugly when she was playing it.219  

 
Figure 14. Woman 
playing the tibiae dur-
ing a funerary proces-
sion with cheeks blown 
up. Detail from the 
sepulchral monument of 
the Tomba di Haterii, 
early second century 
AD, Musei Vaticani, 
Rome. Photo by the 
author. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

It follows that the tibiae would not have been a favoured instrument with 
which to show off a daughter’s musical talent to a potential husband. This 
topic will be discussed further in Chapter 5. On the other hand, the tibiae 
were played by courtesans and prostitutes in order to attract men. In situa-
tions where prostitutes appear playing the tibiae, one must therefore assume 
that the sound of the instrument rather than the looks of the musician was of 
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importance. The capacity of the tibiae to evoke an exited atmosphere, suita-
ble for symposium and erotic contexts, was more important than that the 
woman in question should look beautiful when playing. 

In nineteenth century North America and Europe, the tradition decreed 
that piano, harp and guitar were instruments suitable for a woman, since they 
”required no facial exertions or body movements that would interfere with 
the portrait of grace the lady musician was supposed to emanate”.220 These 
instruments were also suitable for accompaniment to song by the singer her-
self.221 Singing could, along with appropriate instrumental skill, be per-
formed to an audience and even admired. A similar notion is attested in the 
Roman sources regarding the psaltriae, since singing and playing on a soft 
stringed instrument was the most common and most accepted way for a 
woman to make music, to judge from the ancient literary evidence, doing no 
harm to a woman’s attractiveness or respectability. 222 
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4. SOCIAL SETTINGS 

4.1 Introduction 
The results from the previous chapter show that certain instruments – lyrae 
and voice – were used more frequently than others by both women of higher 
rank and by those of inferior social status. Harps, tibiae and percussion in-
struments are not only less often mentioned in the sources in association 
with women – they were hardly played by respectable women at all. In this 
chapter focus is changing from the instruments towards the music-making 
itself. The aim is to explore whether women’s musical skills were appreciat-
ed and perhaps even required, or whether they were unwanted, depending on 
the setting and the social status of the woman in question. How did women’s 
music-making in public and private contexts affect their portrayals in litera-
ture? 

This chapter is divided into six parts. The first (4.1) examines social sta-
tus among professional musicians, which is of importance for the interpreta-
tion of ancient Roman attitudes to women’s musical activities in general. 
The first section also defines private and public contexts where music-
making took place. After that, the focus will shift towards how women from 
different Roman social strata and their music-making are featured in the 
sources, starting with (4.2) the writings of two authors of rather opposite 
opinions: Ovid and Juvenal. Thereafter (4.3), performing lovers and/or cour-
tesans will be examined, the former playing in order to please a lover or 
listener without getting paid for it, and the latter as part of their profession. 
Also, music-making on an amateur basis among free citizen women will be 
discussed. Some of these played their instruments in accordance with the 
social conventions (4.4). Others – more rebellious – deliberately broke with 
convention with their playing (4.5). The last part of the chapter (4.6) com-
prises some concluding remarks. 

4.1.1 Professional musicians and social status 
Being a professional musician means, in modern terms, to play music as part 
of one’s work and not only for leisure purposes. It does not imply that a pro-
fessional has to be a better musician than an amateur. The expression will be 
used to distinguish the musicians working with music from those who did 
not.   
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Professional actors and prostitutes were looked upon as people who 
pleased others with their bodies for their living (Fig. 13).223 A person work-
ing within these areas could be labelled as infamis (from infamia, lack of 
public honour, in opposition to dignitas, dignity or social standing), hinting 
at the attitudes towards these professions in society.224 A senatus consultum 
from the time of Tiberius prevented women and men from senatorial fami-
lies from acting on the stage.225 It was also prohibited for a senator or a free-
born man to marry a woman working on the stage, as well as to a woman of 
immoral character, according to Augustan laws.226 Working on the stage was 
for slaves, freedmen and freedwomen, and foreigners. Cicero ranked differ-
ent kinds of trades in his De Officis, an essay on how life ought to be led in 
the best way possible, and on how to observe moral obligations. Together 
with fishmongers, butchers, cooks and poulterers, the perfumers, dancers and 
the “corps de ballet” (ludus talarius) were the least respectable. Those were 
trades serving the sensual pleasures of others.227  

The reputation of a Roman family and the pater familias depended largely 
on the respectability of its women.228 Although it is hard to make a precise 
definition of what respectable actually implies, sociologist Beverly Skeggs 
puts it like this: “Respectability embodies moral authority: those who are 
respectable have it, those who are not do not”.229 The matter of respectability 
often implies a concern about those who are not seen to have it. The term 
respectable could also, according to Skeggs, be a signifier of class, where 
the “unrespectable” are those possessing little or no social standing.230 To be 
respectable in Rome was both a question of belonging to a certain social 
stratum, i.e. the upper classes, and a question of behaving in accordance with 

                               
223 For discussions of “public” Roman women and their connection to prostitution, see Ed-
wards 1996, 128; Edwards 1997; Hemelrijk 2004, 83 and 85; Péché 2002. For examples in 
Roman literature on the connection between musicians and immoraltity, see for example Stat. 
Silv. 1.6.65 ff; Mart.14.63; Juv. Sat. 11.162-166; Hor. Epist. 1.14.24-26; Hor. Carm.  2. 
11.21-24. 
224 On censurable performers, see Edwards 1997, 69; Duncan 2006a, 128-131; Duncan 2006b, 
255-257. See also Cic. Leg. 1.50-51 on infamis. 
225 A senatus consultum was originally an item of advice from the senate to the magistrates, 
which from imperial times had the force of a law (OCD 2003, s.v. senatus consultum). On this 
particular SC, see Levick 1983. 
226 For the law preventing senators from marrying a woman who has led a career on stage, se 
D. 23.2.44 pr. (Paulus) (see The Roman Law Library, http://droitromain.upmf-grenoble.fr/). 
The Augustan laws on marriage and adultery are known to us only through much later 
sources: among Roman historians and from the Digest, compiled during the Emperor Justini-
an’s reign (527-567 AD). This includes a distillation of thousands of pages of juridical texts 
from the second – third century AD, taken out of its context. We know the Augustan laws 
from the third century jurist Paulus (see Evans-Grubbs 2002, 1-4). 
227 Cic. Off. 1.42. Ludus talarius, the “corps de ballet” (translation by Miller), could be de-
scribed as a low quality variety show, including both music and dance (Miller (Loeb), 155). 
228 Severy 2003, 52.  
229 Skeggs 1997, 3. 
230 Skeggs 1997, 1-3. Skeggs has based her study on contemporary, white working-class 
women in north-western England. 
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the social norms of a certain social group. Skeggs’ definition suits both these 
examples. Seen in relation to the discussion above on infamia, womens’ 
activities in public could cause a woman to be considered as sexualized and 
unrespectable in the literature.231   

 

 
 
Figure 15. Actor with mask on his head and a woman wearing a wreath, holding a 
small cithara. Herculaneum ca 45-79 AD, in Museo archeologico Nazionale di Na-
poli. Photo by the author. 

In literature there are examples of actors being badly treated due to their low 
status.232 Suetonius describes how Augustus made an effort to improve the 
situation for actors, limiting the possibilities for magistrates to beat them.233 
The pantomime actor Hylas, for instance, was beaten in the atrium of his 

                               
231 Dixon 2007, 36-37, 40 and 43. 
232 Actors and musicians were ranked equally (Vendries 2013, 215). 
233 Suet. Aug. 45. From now on it was only allowable to beat actors in connection with games 
and at the theatre, indicating more or less that before this limitation it was acceptable to beat 
an actor anywhere. 
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own house, and the Roman actor Stephanio received a punch because he had 
a matron waiting for him after a show.234 Afterwards he was hunted through 
the three theatres of Balbus, Pompey and Marcellus.235 That both actors and 
musicians had fans, or even ‘groupies’, among upper-class women is known 
to us from the text of Juvenal.236  

The theatre could, without a doubt, be regarded as a place with certain 
immoral connotations. During the Early Republic men and women, senators 
as well as plebs, sat together, intermingled, at the theatre without discrimina-
tion of rank. Segregation began in 194 BC when the senate was given the 
privilege of separate seating.237 In 67 BC the seating arrangements were tak-
en one step further through the Lex Roscia, giving instructions on how the 
audience should be seated at the theatre according to status and social 
group.238 Augustus later introduced a supplementary law, the Lex Iulia The-
atralis, building on the Lex Roscia.239 From that point onwards the seats of 
women were in the back rows. Possibly this was not only due to Augustus’ 
preoccupation with hierarchy, where women of course held a lower position 
than men did, but also due to the temptations of the stage in terms of attrac-
tive actors, as noted above (Suet. Aug. 45; Juv. Sat. 6.60-80 and 379-385).240 
Also, Ovid in the first book of his Ars Amatoria tells us about the theatre and 
the circus being appropriate places for amorous meetings: “There will you 
find an object for passion or for dalliance, something to taste but once, or to 
keep, if so you wish […] to chastity that place is fatal”.241  

Since Augustus’ regime aimed at preventing immorality, legislating on a 
back-row position for women only seems logical. This kept women at a good 
distance from the temptations of both attractive actors and flirtatious men in 
the audience. Thus in society the theatre had immoral connotations, which 
reflected on the performers and contributed towards giving them an inferior 
social status. 

Apart from the fact that musicians, together with actors and other kinds of 
entertainers, had an inferior social standing in comparison with other groups 
and trades in Roman society, one may also consider aspects of status among 
the musicians themselves. Looking at the social rank or hierarchy within the 

                               
234 Suet. Aug. 45.4. 
235 Suet. Aug. 45.4. 
236 Juv. Sat. 6.60-80 and 379-385. 
237 From 194 BC senators received segregated seating at the Ludi Romani as a privilege (Livy, 
34.54). 
238 For the Lex Roscia, for which we only now have references in Roman authors, see Rawson 
1987, 102. 
239 We have only references to the Lex Iulia theatralis left, for example in Pliny HN 32.32 and 
Suet. Aug. 44, and in archaeological remains from the Colosseum in the form of inscribed seat 
numbers (Rawson 1987, 96). Regarding the hierarchic seating at the theatre, see Hemelrijk 
2004, 45; Zanker 2001, 113; La Rocca & De Vos 1976, 151; Boatwright 1990, 189. 
240 On Augustus and hierarchism, see Zanker 1988. About promiscuity at the theatre before 
the segregation of women and men, see Plut. Sull. 35.3. 
241 Ov. Ars am.1.90-92, 100. Translation by Mozley. 
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profession, where different types of status prevailed for different kinds of 
music-making, is another way to approach the topic. Several aspects are of 
importance here, such as choice of instrument, being a soloist or playing 
with a group, as well as ethnic background.242 Previous research has shown 
that the solo (male) cithara player was ranked at the top. In addition, musi-
cians of Greek ancestry were favoured compared to musicians with other 
backgrounds.243 This aspect will be further discussed with its problems in 
Chapter 6. 

When exploring social status among musicians it is important to remem-
ber that different written sources display different attitudes towards this top-
ic. Law texts are generally negative towards musicians, while other literary 
genres are more ambiguous. The few preserved funerary monuments and 
epitaphs dedicated to musicians naturally display a great deal of esteem, 
representing a perspective from among the musicians themselves.244  

4.1.2 Defining private and public  
When interpreting status and respectability among women who played music 
in Rome, the context is of crucial importance: did the music-making take 
place in a private or a public setting? What was regarded as private or public 
in ancient Rome is naturally hard for us to comprehend today.245 Modern 
perceptions of private and public – where borders between what we think is 
private and public are blurred through reality-TV shows – affect the way we 
discuss the matter.246 The actual concept of private and public has been 
passed down from ancient Greece via Rome and Roman law into modern 
times, but its meaning has changed on the way.247 The private sphere in to-
day’s Sweden, for example, when we live in what we call nuclear families, 
but generally without other close relatives, without servants and slaves 
watching our doings, and most often separated from the world of work, dif-
fers quite a lot from the Roman private sphere.248 

In this study, the private contexts of ancient Rome will be defined as 
those where the audience constituted family members and close friends, at 

                               
242 Vendries 2013, 235, in a study of the topic of the social status of Roman professional 
musicians. 
243 See the study of Vendries (2008, 235), on the rank and social status of Roman musicians.  
244 Vendries 2013, 236. See for example a Roman funerary inscription dedicated to Phoebe, 
an emboliaria (interlude performer), from Vocontia in Gaul, who was ”skilled in the art of 
everything”. She died at the early age of 12 (CIL 6.10127). 
245 For discussions on public and private in ancient contexts (a debate that is relatively mod-
ern, which started in the 1960s (Sørensen 2000, 148)), see for example Allison 2007; Gra-
hame 1997; Laurence 1994; Sørensen 2000; Wallace-Hadrill 1994; Laurence & Wallace-
Hadrill 1997.  
246Allison 2007, 345. 
247 For a historical exposé, see Habermas 1998 (1962).  
248 What we mean today with “privacy” has its roots in the early nineteenth century (Grahame 
1997, 138). 



 72 

home or in other kinds of domestic settings. A public context, on the other 
hand, was a setting where the spectators and listeners did not belong to the 
innermost circle, a setting where the music-making could be seen and ad-
mired, or disliked, by other than family members. This definition stresses 
that it is more a question of who the other persons involved in a certain con-
text were than where the action actually took place.  

Women in Rome were active mostly in the private sphere, while men 
were so in both the private and the public spheres, due to traditional ideas 
about male and female qualities. Women should not be too visible to men 
outside their own family, nor appear in a seductive way, nor take up too 
much space. A respectable woman, who made herself pretty for public dis-
play or behaved in a way for which she publicly gained appreciation, risked 
being compared to a prostitute or an entertainer. A woman who “sold her 
body” on stage to the public gaze was assumed to be sexually available.249 
Women intruding on men’s arenas, i.e. the public ones, could also be ac-
cused of being masculine in a negative sense.250 A division of gendered spac-
es, however, was probably more complex than we can understand today, 
since there are documents testifying that women took active, public roles as 
well, contradicting the sterotypical view of the passive, dutiful woman hid-
ing behind covering clothes and a powerful husband.251 

Previous research has shown that members of the upper classes made a 
distinction between private and public, where domus (meaning both the 
physical house and the family itself) and forum were contrasted with each 
other (the house being the locus of the family).252 Vitruvius, in his work on 
architecture, discusses, among several other features, the upper class civic 
Roman house with respect to aspects of private and public areas.253 Accord-
ing to him social status was crucial in determining how the house should be 
constructed. For instance, if a man held the position of lawyer or public 
speaker, he needed a larger, more elaborate house, including areas of a pub-

                               
249 Much has been written on this topic. For women being “punished” due to public perfor-
mances, see for example Olson 2006, 199; Edwards 1997, 68 and 85. For examples in the 
Roman sources, see: Cic. Cael. (in particular 20.49 about Clodia); Sen. Q Nat. 7.31.1-3; Juv. 
Sat. 6.379-85. In early Rome pudicitia was an important female virtue. It implied sexual 
fidelity, enhanced by fertility (Fantham et al. 1994, 225). The roots to these attitudes could be 
found among the ancestors of Cato the elder, the maiores nostri, i.e. ancestors back in an 
idealized past. This opinion of female virtues continued to echo in several authors (Edwards 
1996, Introductory chapter). The sexual ideal for women was the univira, i.e. a woman who 
had only had one man and never remarried after the eventual loss of her husband (d’Ambra 
2007, 146). 
250 Hemelrijk 2004, 89. For examples in the Roman sources, see Juv. Sat. 6.398-401, 6.434-
439 and 6.445-447; Sall. Cat. 25. 
251 On women active in the public domain, see for example Kampen 1981; Dixon 2007,113-
132; Allison 2007, 347. There are examples of women being property owners, such as Julia 
Felix in Pompeii, business women working with trade, and women erecting public buildings, 
such as Eumachia in Pompeii (Allison 2007, 348).  
252 See Treggiari 1998.  
253 Vitr. De arch. 6.5. 
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lic nature, such as lofty entrance courts, a spacious atrium, peristyles, per-
haps also libraries, picture galleries and basilicas, in order to receive and 
entertain guests, both invited and non-invited ones.254 Consequently, rather 
detailed restrictions for how people could move around the premises must 
have been needed, since private and public areas overlapped. Conjecturally, 
it must also have been important in such a home, receiving many guests, to 
be able to display a dutiful and virtuous wife and children in the best way 
possible. The positioning of a loom in the atrium could be a way of repre-
senting the ideal occupation of the women of the house, reflecting a good 
reputation on the pater familias, who was largely dependent on the virtue of 
his wife.255  

For us today it is hard to distinguish what areas in an élite Roman house 
were considered as more private or public than other areas. Andrew Wal-
lace-Hadrill has suggested that the degree to which a space was decorated 
distinguished public areas from private ones, and every room could be more 
or less public depending on the guests being invited there.256 For example, 
Augustus (perhaps an extreme case, since he was the most public man in 
Rome) left his house for another building when he wanted privacy, indicat-
ing that it was an awkward business finding a private space at home.257  

Even if a Roman patronus ideally could control whom he invited home, 
making the house more or less public in that sense, there was still a problem 
of privacy, as has been shown in a study by Susan Treggiari (Prof. emer. in 
Classics). Examining literary sources, she discusses gossiping among Roman 
neighbours, who were observing what was going on in Roman houses and 
spreading rumours about the owner of the house and his family and their 
habits. This indicates that activities chosen to be done in privacy could be 
more public than one first expected.258 

                               
254 For a discussion of Vitruvius’ De architectura, and on how the text can be used and inter-
preted when studying Roman domestic space, see for instance Wallace-Hadrill 1994; Allison 
2001. However, it is important not to generalize on how domestic spaces were used only from 
the few remaining texts from ancient Rome, which provided a male perspective, cf. Allison 
2007, 344. 
255 Severy 2003, 20. On virtuous women, see for example Suet. Aug. 64 where the duties of 
Livia are touched on; Livy. 1.57.9 on the virtuous Lucretia, engaged in working with wool in 
the atrium. Loom weights of different quantities have been found in almost every Pompeian 
house, often in the atrium (front hall) or in smaller rooms connecting to the atrium or to the 
garden (Allison 2007, 348). The importance for a woman of high rank to live her life chastely, 
is stressed in the Digest (D. 23.2.47 (Paulus) (see The Roman Law Library, 
http://droitromain.upmf-grenoble.fr/), stating that honourable rank was not to be preserved for 
a senator’s daughter who had conducted herself shamefully. This could be if she had earned 
money with her body, had a stage career or been condemned in a public trial. She could sub-
sequently marry a freedman and, in consequence, she was degraded to a more inferior social 
status. 
256 Wallace-Hadrill 1994, 60. 
257 Wallace-Hadrill 1994, 44. Suet. Aug. 72. 
258 Treggiari 1998, 5. See also Cic. Cael. 9.55; Phil. 2.68. 
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Turning to music-making in domestic and public areas, music ethnologist 
Jennifer C. Post has studied nineteenth- and twentieth-century notions of 
private and public in connection with music making from different parts of 
the world.259 She argues that owing to women’s traditional orientation to-
wards the domestic sphere in many cultures, their musical activities took 
place at home or in the private sphere. When music was performed in public 
by women, it was music related to the domestic sphere, such as that con-
nected with marriages, birth and death. Women who were allowed to per-
form in public contexts other than those to do with the domestic sphere were 
often given inferior social status, and a different repertory, as well as, in 
general, subordinate positions compared to their male counterparts.260  

It was of importance for a Roman woman when making music to have not 
only an awareness of distinguishing between private and public contexts. 
The relationship between the woman and the audience could be negotiated, 
and as a consequence could extend the boundaries of what was regarded as 
the private and public spheres.261 In the end, as is obvious to the reader today, 
the ancient Roman writer was the one who decided where the borders be-
tween private and public, and between what was respectable and non-
respectable, should be drawn, and also when the borders were transgressed. 

4.2 Opposed attitudes: Ovid and Juvenal 
Having presented attitudes towards performers in ancient Rome, as featured 
in legal texts and in literature, as well as having defined the concept of pri-
vate and public, I will now turn to how these factors were featured in texts 
by Roman poets and prose writers. 

In this section two authors with opposite opinions regarding women’s 
music making, the love poet Ovid (43 BC-17/18 AD) and the satirist Juvenal 
(c. 50, 60-127 AD), will be focused on. They illustrate the ambivalence to-
wards women’s music-making discernible within ancient Roman sources, 

                               
259 Post (1994) focuses on nineteenth- and twentieth-century northern India and northern New 
England in her study. She also includes studies of this topic based on other areas, such as 
Malaysia, Greece, Albania, Thailand and the Kpelle-people in Liberia, explored by other 
scholars, all showing a similar pattern with regard to women’s music-making. 
260 In several cultures women have also, fully or partially, been excluded from the public 
realm and thereby from entire genres of music, such as the restrictions (until relatively recent-
ly) for women to play instrumental music within the European classical tradition (Post 1994, 
37-43). See for example the Vienna Philharmonic which did not include women as permanent 
members until 1997 (see article in The New York Times, February 28, 1997), and the Berlin 
Philharmonic not much earlier, in 1982 (see The New York Times: “Berlin in lights: the wom-
an question” (artsbeat.blogs.nytimes.com)). 
261 See Allison 2007, 350. What is considered as private or public is never entirely stated. It 
can change by negotiations which are going on all the time, often through simple, unreflected 
everyday doings (Thurén 1998, 63-65). 
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depending on genre, time period, the author’s own social context and – also 
– his approach to how life should be led.  

Ovid 
Publius Ovidius Naso, born in Sulmo of an equestrian family, had clear ideas 
about what kind of qualities or skills a woman needed to possess in order to 
be attractive in his eyes. Of importance was musical talent. In his Ars Ama-
toria, a poem on how to find someone for the purpose of getting erotic satis-
faction (which in the end could lead to genuine love as well) he directs his 
third book to women, giving them advice on the subject. He puts a clear 
emphasis on the importance of skills in singing and playing the cithara:  

Res est blanda canor: discant cantare puellae: | pro facie multis vox sua lena 
fuit. | Et modo marmoreis referant audita theatris, | Et modo Niliacis car-
mina lusa modis. | Nec plectrum dextra, citharam tenuisse sinistra.| Nesciat 
arbitrio femina docta meo. 

A persuasive thing is song: let young women learn to sing; with many voice 
instead of face has been their procuress. Let them repeat now ditties heard in 
marble theatres, now songs acted in the fashion of the Nile; nor should a 
woman skilled as I would have her be ignorant how to hold the quill in her 
right hand and the cithara in her left.262   

 
Ovid stresses the importance of knowledge in both singing and playing the 
cithara, a larger and more difficult instrument than the lyra. He is open-
minded regarding genres, mentioning music of the theatre as well as songs 
acted in the fashion of the Nile, which must be a question of “modern” music 
rather than the “classical” repertoire (cf. 2.2 on new music). Ovid, later on, 
continues expressing the importance of another instrument for a woman to 
be attractive: 

Disce etiam duplici genialia nablia palma | Verrere: conveniunt dulcibus illa 
iocis. 

Learn also to sweep with both hands the genial nablium; suitable is it to mer-
ry-making.263  

 
Nablium was the Phoenician harp, giving a “breathing” sound.264 Harps, gen-
erally of inferior status to lyres, were, as we can see, also recommended for 
use by women, along with cithara. The instrument is rarely mentioned in the 

                               
262 Ov. Ars am. 3.315-320. Translation by Mozley, modified (young women instead of women 
and cithara, instead of lyre). 
263 Ov. Ars am. 3.327-28. Translation by Mozley, modified (nablium instead of “Phoenician 
harp”.  
264 Ath. 4.175c (see above 3.1, for an identification of nablium). Vendries (2004-2005) sug-
gests that the nablium cannot be a harp, since the strings are of equal length. 
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sources, which is a bit of a mystery, since for Ovid the nablium seems to 
have been both familiar and appreciated (genialia nabla, genial nablium). 

Finally, Ovid encourages dancing: 
 
Quis dubitet, quin scire velim saltare puellam, | Ut moveat posito brachia 
iussa mero? 
 
Who would doubt that I would have a woman know how to dance, that when 
the wine is set she may, when bidden, move her arms.265  

 
Ovid wanted women to be able to sing, to play the cithara and nablium, and 
to dance, “move her arms”. Talents for music and singing are – according to 
the Ars Amatoria – necessary for a woman’s attractiveness. And if you hap-
pened to be less beautiful, it was of minor importance, since in that case you 
could be appreciated for your musical skills instead of your beauty.266 In an 
earlier passage (3.311-312) Ovid indicates that if even sirens (monstra) 
could attract with their music, unhandsome women could too.267 

To whom did Ovid give his advice? By reading the text it is not clear 
whether he directed it to matrons or to courtesans, or to both. Ovid himself 
claimed that married, respectable women were not his target group.268 This 
would mean that he was mainly targeting freedwomen and courtesans, ex-
empted from the Augustan legslations. Nevertheless, people within Ovid’s 
social milieu, belonging to the circle of the patron of literature Messala Cor-
vinus, did not necessarily follow the laws of Augustus on adultery and mar-
riage.269 It has therefore been suggested that Ovid was more general in his 
addressees.270 The women in question could be both respectable matrons and 
courtesans (a class opposite to the ideal woman of Augustus, whose legisla-
tion made a clear distinction between the two groups). Professor of Latin, 
Roy K. Gibson, argues that Ovid wanted women to be able to choose more 
for themselves with regard to life style and behaviour, and on matters such 
as what kind of clothes and hair- styles to wear.271 I find Gibson’s point 
about unknown addressees likely, and conclude that we must leave the ques-
tion open and imagine contexts in which different kinds of women could 

                               
265 Ov, Ars am. 3.349-50. Translation by Mozley. Henderson stresses the importance of mov-
ing the arms in Roman dancing rather than feet, connected to the expression of feelings allied 
to gestures (1979, 84). 
266 According to Ov. Ars am. 3.316.  
267 For commentaries on this, see Gibson 2003, 223-225; Brunelle 2015. 
268 See for example Brunelle 2015, 8; Pianezzola et al. 1989, 170; Hemelrijk 2004, 50. For 
hints supporting the idea that Ovid did not write for respectable women: Ars am. 1.31-34, 
2.599-600, 3.57-58, 3.483-84 and 3.613-16. The Augustan laws on adultery forbade every 
kind of extramarital sex for both men and women, even if men still could visit prostitutes 
(Brunelle 2015, 8).  
269 Conte 1999, 340 
270  This is seen in Ars am. 1.31-32, when speaking of clothing typical for matrons, and in Am. 
2.4. See Gibson 2003, 32-37; Brunelle 2015, 8-10, supporting the idea of general addressees. 
271 Gibson 2003, 33-35. Ov. Ars am 169-192 discusses clothing; 235-250 treats hairstyles. 
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read and learn from his advice, including that of being musically skilled. The 
preferences of women could have featured more in reality than what is re-
flected in the laws. 

Ovid is open-minded also regarding different musical genres. In the first 
passage presented above (Ars am. 3.315-20) he includes theatre music and 
Egyptian songs, both genres sometimes associated with immorality.272 The 
presence of these types of melody in the poem adds a wanton touch, making 
it extra noteworthy if respectable women were also encouraged to sing this 
kind of music.273 Blending Egyptian songs and theatre music with allusions 
to the far more proper Odyssey in his text, as Ovid does, strengthens the am-
biguous signals he is giving with his advice.274 Also, the recommended in-
struments, cithara and nablium, further hint at this ambiguity, the cithara 
being a rather difficult instrument to play, requiring much training, and a 
harp (the nablium), simpler and associated with the world of entertainment.  

In Amores, a poem possibly inspired by the erotic elegies of Tibullus and 
Propertius, Ovid writes about Corinna. Compared with Tibullus and Proper-
tius, who focus on one single woman for their love object (Tibullus’ Delia 
and Nemesis; Propertius’ Cynthia), Ovid refers to Corinna only sometimes 
and not at all as the only woman in his life. Her identity is unknown to us, 
but she might have been his mistress; her nickname refers to a Greek poetess 
of the sixth century BC. In the following quotation Ovid advises Corinna to 
stay at home, instead of embarking on an adventurous journey:   

Tutius est fovisse torum, legisse libellos, | Threiciam digitis increpuisse ly-
ram. 

The safer course was fondly to keep your couch, to read your books, to sound 
with your fingers the Thracian lyre.275  

 
The text confirms a female ideal familiar from the genre of love-poetry: the 
educated woman, who reads books and plays softly on the Thracian lyre, i.e. 
the lyra played by Orpheus in such a way that he made animals, stones and 
trees move towards him. Fictive or not and whatever her social status, 
Corinna is presented as an ideal woman, at least as far as love-poetry goes.276   

The poem has been placed in the genre of so-called “send-off-poems”, 
written under circumstance in which a journey will separate a lover from his 

                               
272 For references to Egyptian music, see for example Mart, Ep. 3.63; 11.13.3; Prop. 4.8.39; 
Juv. 6.82-84. See also Vendries 2002 and Scoditti 2009, 84 for comments on Egyptian influ-
ences. About the theatre and its immoral connotations, see above 4.1. 
273 Gibson 2003, 226. 
274 Ov. Ars am. 3.310. Gibson 2003, 223-224. 
275 Ov. Am. 2.11.31-32. Translation by Showerman. 
276 For Orpheus, see Ov. Met.11. According to Booth (1991, 8), Ovid actively encourages us 
to wonder whether Corinna was a real person or not. 
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mistress.277 The message in these kinds of poems is that it is safer to stay at 
home and stick to traditional feminine tasks, in this case tasks suitable for a 
cultivated woman, such as reading books and playing music, but also making 
love (Tutius est fovisse torum) rather than going away on a journey.278 The 
Thracian lyra can also be taken as a reminder of the dangerous adventures of 
Orpheus, son of a Thracian king, when he travelled to the underworld to 
retrieve his beloved wife Eurydice, a warning to Corinna not to go away on 
the journey.279   

The learned ideal is found elsewhere in Amores; the next quotation does 
not concern Corinna specifically but is more directed towards women in 
general. The poem is constructed as a presentation of women with diverse 
characters, accomplishments and physical appearances, which are all appre-
ciated by Ovid in different ways, illustrating his wide taste when it comes to 
women:  

 
Haec quia dulce canit flectitque facillima vocem | oscula cantanti rapta 
dedisse velim; | haec querulas habili percurrit pollice chordas - | tam doctas 
quis non possit amare manus? | illa placet gestu numerosaque bracchia ducit 
| et tenerum molli torquet ab arte latus | ut taceam de me, qui causa tangor 
ab omni, | illic Hippolytum pone, Priapus erit! 
 
Because this one sings sweetly, with easiest modulation of the voice, I would 
snatch kisses as she sings; this other runs with nimble finger over the queru-
lous string – who could but fall in love with such cunning hands? Another 
takes me by her movement, swaying her arms in rhythm and curving her ten-
der side with supple art – to say naught of myself, who take fire from every 
cause, put Hippolytus in my place, and he will be Priapus!280 

 
In this passage talent for music and dance is once again stressed. The tech-
nical skills involved when playing on a stringed instrument are described as 
advanced, since she “runs with nimble fingers” (haec querulas habili per-
currit pollice chordas) over the strings, which would indicate psallere 
(plucking with fingers) rather than playing with a plectrum. What kind of 
instrument is used here is not clearly indicated. The importance of dance is 
also stressed, with emphasis on the movements of the arms rather than the 
feet.281 In all, this indicates an ideal where women, matrons as well as courte-
sans, are highly skilled in music, not only playing softly and modestly on the 
lyra.  

                               
277 Booth 1991, 60 and 150. 
278 It has been suggested that libellos, the books, refers to Ovid’s own Amores (McKeown 
1998, 249). 
279 McKeown 1998, 249. 
280 Ov. Am. 2.4.25-32. Translation by Showerman. 
281 Booth 1991, 116. 
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In Remedia Amoris Ovid gives advice on how to avoid being hurt by love 
and how to forget a woman you cannot obtain. The importance of a musical 
talent is once again stressed: 

Exige quod cantet, siqua est sine voce puella: | Fac saltet, nescit siqua 
movere manum.| Barbara sermone est? fac tecum multa loquatur;| Non didi-
cit chordas tangere? Posce lyram. 

 
Insist that she sing, if she be without a voice; make her dance, if she know 
not how to move her arms. Has her speech an accent? make her talk much 
with you; she has never learnt to touch the strings? call for the lyre.282 

 
The message here is that a woman who could neither play a stringed instru-
ment, nor sing nor dance, was unattractive Ovid’s eyes. Musical talent was 
apparently preferred in a woman. Consequently, the advice to a young man 
would have been to let the young woman appear in an unattractive way, un-
covering her poor musical skills, and then he would have found it easier to 
stop loving her. Again, if this advice concerned women from his own social 
group (Ovid belonged to the equites) or courtesans is not clearly defined, as 
in the previous examples.  

The case of Ovid reflects the ambiguous world of the Augustan period. 
On the one hand, in the literature produced by Ovid, amorous gatherings and 
promiscuity, paired with high skills in music and dance, seem to have been 
tolerated. It should also be remembered that compared to some other con-
temporary writers, Ovid was far more open-minded than, for instance, Hor-
ace and Vergil, whose texts are marked by traditional moral values in line 
with Augustan ideals.283 On the other hand, the hardened social rules con-
cerning purity and virtue of the period caused Ovid to be punished in the 
end, possibly due to his immoral writing in the Ars amatoria; he was ban-
ished by Augustus to spend the rest of his life in the city of Tomis on the 
Black Sea.284  

Juvenal 
A contrast to Ovid is Juvenal, known for his negative attitude to women in 
his writings.285 In his Satires he moralises on various themes and people in 
Roman society, among them women. Juvenal regarded Rome of his own 
time as morally corrupt. Rome was perverted and the roles of the social clas-
ses were overturned, especially that of the nobility.286 The sixth satire treats 
the defects of idle matrons: women not interested in their husbands but in-

                               
282 Ov. Rem. Am. 333-336. Translation by Mozley. 
283 Conte 1999, 250 and 273-275 (on Vergil); 250, 255 and 309 (on Horace). 
284 Conte 1999, 257 and 340. Other explanations have included some kind of association with 
Augustus’ daughter Julia. See Trist. 2.103-120 for Ovid’s own, obscure “explanation”.  
285 Courtney 1980, 252-262. 
286 Conte 1999, 474-477. 
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stead in the stage, the arena and in celebrities, and who are full of gossip and 
religious passions. Hence, according to Juvenal the matrons fail in virtue. In 
addition, rich wives with their own fortunes are being criticized for their 
ability to do whatever they want because of their money. Some women are 
also represented as being too fond of Greek expressions, yet others in mili-
tary life. A bad influence on women was, according to Juvenal, exercised by 
the cult of Cybele, since it removed the matrons out of the control of their 
husbands.287  Juvenal also treats women’s music-making, but not in the same 
positive manner as Ovid, since he was a conservative and misogynistic writ-
er. For example, Juvenal addresses women who are improperly interested in 
and impressed by celebrated musicians. They act like ‘groupies’ with uncon-
trolled behaviour: 

Si gaudet cantu, nullius fibula durat | vocem vendentis praetoribus. organa 
semper | in manibus, densi radiant testudine tota | sardonyches, crispo nu-
merantur pectine chordae | quo tener Hedymeles operas dedit: hunc tenet, 
hoc se | solatur, gratoque indulget basia plectro. 

If she enjoys music, no one who sells his voice to the praetors will hang on to 
his clasp. She’s for ever handling musical instruments, her thicket of sardon-
yx rings sparkling all over the tortoiseshell lyre, and she strikes the strings 
rhythmically with the quivering quill used by tender Hedymeles in his per-
formances. This she hugs, this is her consolation, and she lavishes kisses up-
on the beloved plectrum.288  

 
In this quotation Juvenal focuses on married matronae with a musical inter-
est (se gaudet cantu). Cantu refers to both singing and playing an instru-
ment, but does not mean that the woman necessarily played music herself, 
rather that she was interested in listening to music.289 It is later indicated that 
she did play herself, organa semper in manibus (“she’s for ever handling 
musical instruments”) referring to any kind of instrument, since organa is a 
general term for musical instruments.290  

In the quotation Juvenal turns women into ‘groupies’ in their meeting 
with professional, male, musicians: those who sell their voices to the prae-
tor, i.e. those who were hired to perform by the praetor, the one responsible 
for performances during festivals.291 In the example, the woman plays the 
lyra in too expressive a way according to Roman standards of self-control.292 
She uses the plectrum of Hedymeles, stolen as a souvenir, in an almost erotic 

                               
287 Ellenberger (2004, 6) makes this summary of Juv. Sat. 6. 
288 Juv. Sat. 6. 379-384. Translation by Braund. See Juv. Sat. 6.60-83 regarding women acting 
like ‘groupies’.  
289 Duff (1948, 240) and Courtney (1980, 311) argues that Juvenal might still have the domina 
in mind. Regarding the musical interest, see Courtney 1980, 311. 
290 Duff 1948, 240. 
291 Rudd & Barr 1991, 178. 
292 About the importance of self-control, see Cic. Off. 1.28-36. 
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way, hugging and kissing it. Hedymeles could stand for any artist of better 
quality, since the meaning of the name is “sweet singer”.293  Her fingers, 
overloaded with sardonyx rings, further enhance the picture of the woman as 
luxurious and depraved. 

An alternative reading – with even more underlying erotic connotations – 
has been suggested. Pecten, plectrum, with which she strikes the strings 
rhythmically, could refer also to the pubic bone, and the way the woman 
treats the plectrum in the last sentence is erotic, with the kisses and hugs she 
is giving it.294 Solatur could even indicate that she uses the plectrum in the 
absence of the man himself.295 The fibula in the text refers to a clasp attached 
to the foreskin, worn by male actors and singers in order to prevent sexual 
actions, as sex was thought to affect their voices in a negative way.296 The 
underlying meaning in the quotation would be that not even the fibula could 
prevent women from desiring sex with the musicians (nullius fibula durat), 
something which strengthens the erotic tone in the text. The passage seems 
to testify to the close connection between music and sex in ancient Roman 
society in general.  

There were, however, even worse things a woman could engage in: 

Sed cantet potius quam totam pervolet Vrbem | audax et coetus possit quae 
ferre virorum | cumque paludatis ducibus praesente marito | ipsa loqui recta 
facie siccisque mamillis. 

But it’s better for her to be musical than to go brazenly racing all over Rome, 
the sort of woman who can attend men-only meetings and actually converse 
with the generals in their uniforms in her husband’s presence with her face 
unflinching and her nipples dry.297 

 
It was, after all, better to make music than to intrude on men’s sphere, such 
as attending their meetings and conversing with generals with dry breasts. 
Siccisque mamilis, not giving any milk, could be described as a symbol of 
failure in femininity, and a sign for an “unsexed creature”.298 Reading Juve-
nal we conclude that musical skills were perhaps problematic, but not as 
problematic as women interacting with men as more or less equal. Praesente 
marito (in her husband’s presence) strengthens the idea that in the eyes of 
her husband it was important for a matron to follow the social rules of be-
haviour. Unlike Ovid, Juvenal explicitly writes about matrons.   

                               
293 Ferguson 1979, 202; Duff 1948, 241; Rudd & Barr 1991, 178; Courtney 1980, 311. 
294 Ferguson 1979, 202. Ferguson means that “the language is sexual throughout”. 
295 Courtney 1980, 312; Duff 1948, 241. 
296 Rudd & Barr 1991, 171; Ellenberger 2004, 79. See also Juv. Sat. 6.73 regarding the fibula. 
Cf. Quint. Inst. 11.3.19-20, on how to keep the voice as manly as possible. 
297 Juv. Sat. 6.398-401, translation by Braund. 
298 Ferguson 1979, 203; Courtney 1980, 314. 
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In Juvenal it appears that women should not be too culturally interested or 
comprehensively educated, in contrast to Ovid’s praise of the musically-
skilled woman. Being too learned implied a risk of behaving in a manly 
fashion, as a woman also did if she enjoyed sweating after a hard work-out, 
drank too much wine and vomited on the floor in front of guests.299 In the 
following quotation Juvenal complains about learned women at dinners, 
which was the most intolerable of all, even compared with those playing 
music:  

Illa tamen gravior, quae cum discumbere coepit | laudat Vergilium, periturae 
ignoscit Elissae, | committit vates et comparat, inde Maronem | atque alia 
parte in trutina suspendit Homerum. 

But she’s much worse, the woman who as soon as she’s taken her place at 
dinner is praising Virgil and forgiving Elissa on her deathbed, who pits the 
poets against one another and assesses them, weighing in her scales Maro on 
this side and Homer on the other. 300  

 
Profound discussions on classical literature during dinners belonged to the 
educated male.301 Of importance to all kinds of women’s activities was the 
idea that they should be performed with moderation, even in pursuits that 
would normally be considered as virtuous, such as cultural and musical 
training.302  
 
Ovid and Juvenal represent opposite attitudes towards women’s music-
making. Ovid, careless of social settings, who did not address his writings to 
any particular group of women – neither to respectable ones, nor prostitutes 
– was positive towards musical talents, and encouraged women to play in-
struments, to sing and dance. Those skills were necessary in order to make a 
woman such as Corinna attractive, a woman of his love – whoever she actu-
ally was – who possessed skills in lyra-playing. Ovid also recommended 
different musical genres without restriction, such as theatre music and Egyp-
tian tunes, modern style. His Remedia Amoris emphasizes that without musi-
cality a woman could even appear unattractive. From Ovid we get the im-
pression that musical skills were important and attractive in any kind of 
woman - an ideal woman was one skilled in music.  

Juvenal, on the other hand, has a more negative attitude. Although he 
considers music a better occupation for a woman than politics or having too 
much literary learning, he finds women disgusting who appear as musical 
‘groupies’ in an undignified way, trying to get sex with their idols via music-

                               
299 Juv. Sat. 6. 420-433. 
300 Juv. Sat. 6.434-437, translation by Braund. Elissa – Dido, queen of Carthage. Maro, i.e. 
Vergil (Braund 2004, 275). 
301 Hemelrijk 2004, 244. 
302 Duff 1948, 246. 
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making. The women described by Juvenal belonged to the upper classes, i.e. 
they were married matronae, and the message from Juvenal was meant to 
stress the importance of being aware of your position and role in society and 
following the social codes of behaviour.  

There are several important differences between the authors, affecting 
their attitudes. Ovid wrote in the genre of love poetry, normally praising 
women and their skills as sources of inspiration to a man. Juvenal, writing 
satires, which belong to a genre that normally makes fun of people and mor-
alizes, in this case over women. Ovid as a person seems to have been rather 
open-minded towards novelties, associating with the young, Roman jet-set of 
his time. Juvenal was more of a conservative, following traditional Roman 
values with regard to moral. Ovid wrote in an earlier period than Juvenal, 
when Greek cultural influence was relatively new among the Romans, and 
he was certainly one of its defenders. Juvenal’s work comes from a later 
period when music-making possibly had become more incorporated in the 
domestic sphere, and there were plenty of musically trained and skilled 
women of high rank who demonstrated their skills. Juvenal was tired of them 
– his writings express his frustration. 

To conclude, neither Ovid nor Juvenal can be considered as a representa-
tive for any general attitude towards women’s music-making in Rome, but at 
least they represent different kinds of opinion that most certainly were flour-
ishing during their respective periods. 

4.3 Music making in love poetry  
In the previous section, we got a glimpse of the rather different attitudes to 
women’s music-making that were flourishing in Rome, here expressed by 
Ovid and Juvenal. This section will explore music-making in love poetry in 
order to find out what attitudes look like in this genre. In love poetry women 
are featured playing music for their lovers or are asked to play in order to 
please and to create a certain athmosphere. The status of the musicians, i.e. if 
they were women of higher rank (girl-friends or lovers) or prostitutes is 
sometimes hard to figure out (see Fig. 16), just like in the discussion in the 
previous section on Ovid’s adressees.303 Due to the difficulties in distinguish-
ing a lover from a prostitute, both will be treated here allowing for an open 
interpretation in regard to their social status. The authors of the texts in this 
section, Propertius and Horace, moved within social milieux in which the 
laws of Augustus on adultery and marriage were not necessarily followed.  
  

                               
303 See Edwards (1996) regarding this difficulty. 
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Here women are portrayed associating with men at parties and dinners in a 
way not encountered before.304 

 

 
Figure 16. Dinner party or private meeting? Fresco from Herculaneum, 50-79 AD. 
In Museo archeologico nazionale di Napoli. Photo by Wikimedia commons (“Hercu-
laneum Fresco 001.jpg”). 

Propertius’ Cynthia  
Propertius (c. 49-47 BC – c.16 BC) was an elegist of the equestrian order, 
writing during the reign of Augustus. He belonged to the circle of the poet-
protector Maecenas, the wealthy and mighty friend of the emperor, and had 
almost the same background as Ovid.305 The focus of Propertius’ poems was 
Cynthia – his beloved. Her identity and social status are uncertain. It has 
been suggested that she was a well-educated courtesan and daughter of a 

                               
304 Nep. Praef. 6-7. Fantham et al. 1994, 280 ff. For a reference to the Lex Iulia, see D. 
23.2.44 pr. (Paulus) (see The Roman Law Library, http://droitromain.upmf-grenoble.fr/). 
305 Other writers within the circle of Maecenas were for example Vergil and Horace. 
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poet, probably one Hostia.306 Another suggestion is that instead she was a 
ficitional woman, presented as a typical domina for the genre of elegiac writ-
ing.307 A third idea is that she was a woman of flesh and blood from the up-
per classes – a single woman, widow or married – within the literary and 
cultivated circles of the period.308 The name itself, Cynthia, refers to Mount 
Cynthus on Delos, consecrated to Apollo, leader of the muses, turning her 
into a source of inspiration for Propertius.309 I will leave the question of her 
status open. 

Let us instead look at a poem where Cynthia’s own voice is expressed 
through Propertius. She had been sitting up all night, waiting for Propertius 
to come home. Suddenly she gets tired of waiting:  

nam modo purpureo fallebam stamine somnum,| rursus et Orpheae carmine, 
fessa, lyrae; | interdum leviter mecum deserta querebar | externo longas 
saepe in amore moras: 

For now I was beguiling sleep by spinning crimson thread, and now in my 
weariness by music of Orpheus’ lyre; and sometimes, all forlorn, I softly 
complained to myself that in unmarried love waiting is often long.310  

 
Tired of waiting for Propertius, Cynthia had engaged herself first with spin-
ning and then with lyra-playing, indicating her knowledge of music-making. 
Cynthia suspected that Propertius was unfaithful to her since he came home 
drunk very late that night (see Prop. 1.3.8-10 and 3.35-40). For a man of 
senatorial or equestrian rank being unfaithful was an accepted habit, if it was 
not with a respectable woman.311 Cynthia, however, was jealous. Propertius, 
in his turn, was also full of jealousy, letting us understand that Cynthia had 
many men, comparing her to the famous prostitute Lais in Corinth.312 It has 
been suggested by commentators on the text that Propertius and Cynthia 
were actually living in the same house, which would turn Cynthia into more 
of a respectable woman than a prostitute, or at least a concubine.313  

It has been argued that by engaging with Cynthia, assuming that she was 
a courtesan, Propertius compromised his own social status and broke the 
codes regarding respectability. Propertius wanted Cynthia to be a virtuous 

                               
306 Conte 1999, 333-334. 
307 Manuwald 2006, 227. 
308 Baker 2000, 10-11. 
309 Conte 1999, 333. On muses as source of inspiration, see Murray 2004, 372. 
310 Prop. 1.3.41-44, translation by Goold. 
311 D. 23.2.44 pr. (Paulus) (see The Roman Law Library, http://droitromain.upmf-
grenoble.fr/). 
312 Prop. 2.6.1-2. Propertius’ moral concern is seen also when blaming the artists who intro-
duced the bad habit of putting up erotic paintings in their houses, which “corrupted the inno-
cent eyes of girls” (Prop. 2.6.27-32, translation by Goold). 
313 Goold 2006, 49; Foxhall 2013, 40. See Evans Grubbs 2002, 150-154 for references to law 
texts. 
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Roman woman of the traditional kind.314 For instance, he describes Cynthia 
spinning luxurious crimson wool during her lonely hours. This was a cardi-
nal virtue of a Roman matron and it strengthened the picture of her as re-
spectable.315 But she could never be a traditional, virtuous matron.  

The occurence of the lyra in the sequence has been stressed as being a 
symbol for her being a disreputable entertainer or even a prostitute, some-
thing I do not agree with.316 As shown above in Chapter 3, lyra-playing was 
encountered among all kinds of women in Rome, not only entertainers.  

However, Propertius is impressed by Cynthia’s musical talents. Her skills 
inspire him to write poems, and he compares her music-making to that of 
famous women, mythical and historical, such as Ariadne, Aganippe, Corinna 
and Erinna, transforming her into a muse:317  

 
[…] quantum quod posito formose saltat Iaccho, | egit ut euhantis dux Ari-
adna choros | et quantum Aeolio cum temptat carmina plectro, | par Aganip-
paeae ludere docta lyrae, | et sua cum antiquae committit scripta Corinnae | 
carminaque Erinnae non putat aequa suis. 
 
[…] – as much as the fact that, after the wine is put out, she dances as beauti-
fully as ever Ariadne leading her frolic maenads, and when she attempts 
songs on the Aeolian lyre, gifted to compose something fit for Aganippe’s 
harp, and when she pits her writings against those of ancient Corinna and 
deems Erinna’s poems no match for her own.318 

 
Skills in playing the lyra, composition, dancing and poetry-writing are here 
praised as fine qualities. It is also clear that her music-making does not turn 
her into any entertaining prostitute. Propertius also presents a devoted de-
scription of how Cynthia handled the lyra in an inspiring way: 
 

Sive lyrae carmen digitis percussit eburnis | miramur, facilis ut premat arte 
manus; | seu compescentis somnum declinat ocellos, | invenio causas mille 
poeta novas; […] 
 
If with ivory fingers she strikes the melody of the lyre, I marvel how skilfully 
she applies her easy touch; or if she lowers eyelids that fight against sleep, 
the poet in me finds a thousand new conceits; [...]319   

                               
314 Conte 1999, 334-335. 
315 Baker 2000, 82. The association of good virtues and the loom is already found in the Ar-
chaic Greek society, cf. Sjöberg 2012, 53. For Roman sources see for example Verg. Georg. 
1.289-296; Tib. 2.1.62-66; Suet. Aug. 64. 
316 Baker 2000, 82. 
317 Fedeli 2005, 135. Ariadne: daughter of King Minos of Crete; Aganippe: a Najad (water 
nymph) living in a spring sacred to the muses, next to mount Helicon; Corinna: famous sixth 
century BC Boeotian poetess, contemporary with Pindar; Erinna: Lesbian poetess from the 
seventh century BC, contemporary with Sappho or Hellenistic poet (OCD 2003, s.v. Ariadne, 
Aganippe, Corinna, Erinna). 
318 Prop. 2.3.17-22, translation by Goold.  
319 Prop. 2.1.9-12, translation by Goold.  
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With her music Cynthia inspires Propertius to write poetry, making herself 
not only any muse, but his muse. This time the way he describes her playing 
has erotic undertones: her pale fingers almost caressing the strings, and her 
eyelids lowered in a sensual way. We can compare her with the ‘groupie’-
woman in Juvenal (Sat. 6.379-84), and the way she handles the instrument. 
Erotic or not, Cynthia’s skills, which he marvels about, are focused upon. 

Later on Propertius is tired and disappointed with Cynthia, who has been 
unfaithful to him.320 Instead of seeing her, he invites two prostitutes named 
Phyllis, known for hanging around Diana’s shrine on the Aventine, and Teia, 
for whom, we are told, only one man at a time was normally not enough, as 
well as a musician, an Egyptian tibiae-player, for a private meeting. Lesbian 
wine was served: 

Phyllis Auentinae quaedam est uicina Dianae, | sobria grata parum: cum 
bibit, omne decet. | altera Tarpeios est inter Teia lucos, |candida, sed potae 
non satis unus erit […]Nile tuus tibicen erat, crotalistria Phillis | haec facilis 
spargi munda sine arte rosa. 
 
There is a girl named Phyllis, who lodges near Diana of the Aventine: sober, 
she pleases little; tipsy, she is all charm. There is another, Teia, from the 
groves of Tarpeia, a pretty thing, but when she is drunk, it takes more than 
one man to satisfy her. […] River Nile, the piper was your countryman, the 
castanet-woman was Phyllis. She artlessly pleasing was the willing target of 
rose-sprinkling.321  

 
The context is of a private and intimate character and the music had the fun-
cion of creating an atmosphere, suitable to the event. Phyllis, described as 
crotalistria, handled the crotala while the hired musician played the tibiae, 
instruments understood to be appropriate for erotic purposes, as seen in 
Chapter 3. Then the women sang and bared their breasts, but Propertius had 
no ears or eyes for that, since a furious Cynthia suddenly appeared, attacking 
the women, who had to flee.322 

Cynthia, the woman of Propertius’ heart, is described as musically talent-
ed, and is compared to Erinna and Corinna, well-known ancient poetesses. 
Her lyra-playing is a sign of education and respectability rather than an at-
tribute which would label her a prostitute. Her waiting at home at night for 
Propertius, doing some spinning in the meantime, strengthens this picture. 
On the other hand, Propertius tells us that she had many men, just like a 
prostitute, but this could be rather an expression of jealousy than the truth.  

                               
320 Prop. 4.8.27-28. 
321 Prop. 4.8.29-32 and 39-40. This is a complicated passage with several suggested readings, 
interpretations and translations. Here, Phil. Dr. Janet Fairweather has most kindly provided 
me with a choice of reading, interpretation and translation of the text (see also above, 3.1.2 
and 3.1.3).  
322 Prop. 4.8.47-48. 
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Although we cannot ascertain the exact social status of Cynthia, this is not 
crucial to the argument. Respectable or not, Cynthia possessed musical skills 
in lyra-playing, which were essential for Propertius, irrespective of her so-
cial status. The description of Cynthia and her musical talents is in line with 
Ovid’s ideal, seen in the previous section, stressing the positive connotations 
of musical skills in a woman’s attractiveness. 

Horace 
Quintus Horatius Flaccus (65 BC – 8 BC), lyric poet, was also a protégé of 
Maecenas and belonged to the same circle as Propertius. A close connection 
with Augustus coloured his opinions on moral and civic questions, for he 
saw the crisis in Rome as caused by moral decline and corruption. In Hor-
ace’s texts music holds an important place, and he often refers to the muses, 
and to an educated ideal. But the moral undertones, following the Augustan 
requirement, also make music a symbol of decadence.323  

One of the women described by Horace was Lyde, a prostitute and lyra-
player. She was summoned to a party in order to entertain: 

 
quis devium scortum eliciet domo | Lyden? eburna dic age cum lyra | maturet 
incomptam Lacaenae | more comam religata nodo. 
 
Who will entice Lyde, that discreet prostitute, from her house? Go on; tell her 
to grab her ivory lyre and hurry up, tying her uncombed hair in a knot, Spar-
tan style.324  

 
The setting is inspired by Greek epigrams with all the obligatory ingredients 
for that genre. The context is an outdoor party framed by pleasantly-smelling 
flowers, wine, and music.325  Also Lyde is given Greek accessories regarding 
her Greek name and the particular Spartan hairstyle, refering to a “Laconian 
maid”, as Horace describes it.326 The lyra gives her an educated aura which 
could, following the argument above in the case of Ovid, be regarded as both 
attractive and seductive. Lyde is clearly referred to as a prostitute, scortum, 
consequently an unrespectable woman, and the lyra-playing is performed as 
part of her occupation. 

Horace also describes where to find a music-making prostitute, unless you 
invite them to your home (as in the previous quotation), and how difficult it 
could be to find a prostitute in the countryside: 

                               
323 Conte 1999, 250, 255, 304 and 309-310. 
324 Hor. Carm. 2. 11.21-24. Translation by Rudd. 
325 Hor. Carm. 2. 11.14-15 and 19. 
326 Nisbet & Hubbard 1978, 168-169. The name Lyde probably refers to the beloved of the 
fifth-century BC poet Antimachus (Nisbet & Hubbard 1978, 167). Laconian: Lacaena - femi-
nine of Laco, meaning a Spartan (Allcroft & Hayes s.a, 49). 
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[…] nec vicina subest vinum praebere taberna | quae possit tibi, nec meretrix 
tibicina, cuius | ad strepitum salias terrae gravis; 

…there is no tavern hard by that can supply you with wine and no tibiae-
playing prostitute, to whose strains you can dance and thump the ground.327   

 
It was difficult to be entertained by pipe-playing prostitutes in the country-
side, compared to the town, where it was easily done at taverns. Also in this 
quotation, the term chosen, meretrix in this case, clearly indicates an unre-
spectable woman. She plays tibiae, suitable to her profession and the erotic 
context.  

In another ode, we meet a different kind of woman. Horace describes the 
charms of one Licymnia, possibly an alias for Terentia, the wife of Maece-
nas:328  

me dulces dominae Musa Licymniae | cantus, me voluit dicere lucidum | ful-
gentis oculos et bene mutuis | fidum pectus amoribus, | quam nec ferre pedem 
dedecuit choris | nec certare ioco nec dare bracchia | ludentem nitidis vir-
ginibus sacro | Dianae celebris die. 

As for me, my Muse has wished me to tell of the lady Licymnia’s sweet sing-
ing, her brightly flashing eyes, and her heart that is rightly loyal to a loving 
partnership. Without any loss of grace she joined in the light-footed dance, 
competed in the contest of wit, and offered her arm as she frolicked with the 
girls in their finery on that sacred day when Diana’s temple was crowded.329  

 
Licymnia is presented as a domina, which was the common way to designate 
a married woman in the Imperial Age. The name, Licymnia, means sweet 
singer which hints at her musical activity. She took part in song and dance, 
here in honour of Diana (who was, among other things, the goddess of child-
birth) without losing her dignity. Ferre pedem, “trip” (another synonym for 
saltare, to express dance, or movement in dance), indicates that she moved 
in a way proper to a matron at a religious feast, thereby not losing her re-
spectability.330  

That Licymnia was indeed a woman of high rank and not a courtesan 
seems likely, since courtesans were not allowed to dance during sacred festi-
vals, as Licymnia is described as doing.331 The description of her brilliant 
eyes however seems a little bit too personal to be addressed to someone 

                               
327 Hor. Epist. 1.14.24-26. Translation by Fairclough, modified (“tibiae-playing prostitute” 
instead of “flute-playing courtesan”). Cf. Mart. Ep. 14.63. 
328 Nisbet & Hubbard 1978, 181-82; Bennett & Rolfe 1961, 258. 
329 Horace, Carm. 2.12.13-20, translation by Rudd.  
330 Bennett & Rolfe 1961, 260. 
331 Nisbet & Hubbard 1978, 181. 



 90 

else’s wife, although the mention of her loyal heart balances the praising of 
her eyes.332  

If Licymnia’s musical expression was described as rather modest, a con-
trast is seen in the next quotation, which turns to Chloe, a rival to Lydia with 
whom Horace had some kind of love relationship. The poem is composed as 
a dialogue between Horace and Lydia, who have both been unfaithful:333   

 
[…] me nunc Thressa Chloe regit, | dulcis docta modos et citharae sciens, | 
pro qua non metuam mori, | si parcent animae fata superstiti.  
 
Thracian Chloe now rules me; she can sing sweet songs and play the cithara 
delightfully. I shan’t be afraid to die for her, if the fates spare my darling and 
let her live.334 

 
That Chloe was of a wild and passionate nature is indicated by Thressa, de-
scribing her as a Thracian. Referring to the myth, Thracian women actually 
killed Orfeus, indicating a certain wildness.335 She is musically very skilled 
since she plays the cithara pleasantly, a more difficult instrument than the 
lyra. She also sings sweet songs, just like Licymnia. The description given, 
that she “rules” (regit), can refer both to her character but also to her impres-
sive playing, taking control over Horace with her cithara. Chloe appears as 
an exotic, alluring woman dominating Horace with her music.  
 
Both Propertius and Horace appreciated music-making in a woman, no mat-
ter whether she was a courtesan or a woman of high rank. Three instances of 
music-making women of respectable nature are encountered in the two au-
thors. Cynthia plays the lyra, composes, sings and dances.336 The textile-
work added to her description strengthens the picture of a respectable wom-
an. She also lives together with Propertius (at least in imagination), indicat-
ing a certain status. Licymnia was sweet-singing and joined in the dance, but 
seems to have done it in a moderate way, appropriate for her status as a 
domina and possibly as the wife of Maecenas.337 She did not do anything that 
could threaten her respectability. Chloe, finally, was the cithara-player who 
ruled with her personality and possibly also with her instrument in a tempt-
ing way, perhaps an indication of artistic charisma.338 All three women are 
described as talented, impressing the authors with their skills, doing nothing 
that would be unsuitable to their social status and the rules of behaviour.  

                               
332 Nisbet & Hubbard 1978, 181-182. 
333 Plessis 1966, 203. 
334 Horace, Carm. 3.9.9-12. Translation by Rudd, modified (cithara instead of lyre).  
335 Nisbet & Rudd 2004, 137.  
336 Prop. 1.3.41-44, 2.1.9-12 and 2.3.18-22. 
337 Hor. Carm. 2.12.13-20. 
338 Hor. Carm. 3.9.9. 
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Three other women musicians in the texts are prostitutes. Phyllis, the 
crotalistria, was hired by Propertius.339 Lyde was as a prostitute summoned 
to entertain with the ivory lyra at a party,340 and lastly the anonymous tibiae-
player at the tavern, entertaining as part of her work as a prostitute.341 Among 
the prostitutes we meet other kinds of instruments than among the respecta-
ble women, except for the lyra that is encountered in both groups. Respecta-
ble women, however, did not play percussion and tibiae. They were used in 
association with prostitution but also, as pointed out, in other contexts such 
as at the theatre and in religious rituals.342  

Both Propertius and Horace belonged to the literary circle of Maecenas 
implying close connection to Augustus himself and his politics. Horace fol-
lowed Augustan moral guidelines in his writings more than Propertius did. 
Was this difference in loyalty to Augustus’ politics also reflected in their 
attitudes to music-making women?   

Both authors portray women playing music. Propertius’ Cynthia is both 
respectable and tempting at the same time, and her music-making is some-
thing to be proud of, without any clear connotations of the erotic. Horace, on 
the other hand, describes Licymnia as faithful to her husband, which can be 
taken as an indication of his moral stand-point, not tolerating any adulterous 
relations. Chloe is described in a more ambiguous way, since her music-
making is passionate and alluring. When Horace speaks of hired women on 
the other hand, such as Lyde and the tibiae-player, they are clearly men-
tioned as prostitutes (scortum and meretrix). In Propertius’ texts the inferior 
status of Phyllis is also evident, seeing that she is connected to prostitution. 
If Cynthia, Licymnia and Chloe had been courtesans, I think that it would 
have been more clearly pointed out. Their music making and choice of in-
strument do not indicate any inferior social status or unrespectability. 

To conclude: in love poetry women’s music-making was regarded as a 
positive activity, added to the descriptions of the women in order to 
strengthen an appealing image of a woman, whether a respectable one or a 
prostitute. At least, making music was a positive thing when the purpose was 
to please a man. The women encountered here do not seem to lose their re-
spectability due to their music-making. From the instruments themselves it is 
also possible to say something about the social status of the women. Crotala 
and tibiae only appear with women who are clearly described as prostitutes, 
while lyra and cithara are encountered among respectable women as well.  

                               
339 Prop. 4.8.39-40. 
340 Hor. Carm. 2.1.21-24. 
341 Hor. Epist. 1.14.24-25. 
342 Se section 2.1 for the use of percussion and tibiae in the theatre and religious ceremonies. 
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4.4 Respectable music making  
It is uncertain what social status the women in love poetry, discussed in the 
previous section, had. Were they women of higher rank or courtesans? 
Whichever it was, their music-making was appreciated.  In this section re-
spectable music-making is focused upon, i.e. music performed by women 
following the social norms. This implies that they neither performed in pub-
lic, i.e. in front of people other than family members or close friends, nor in 
a professional way. The women presented below come mostly from the up-
per social strata, to whom education was sometimes given. Knowledge of 
Latin and Greek literature and music-making were important for grown-up 
matrons, in order for them to be able to entertain and converse with invited 
guests at dinners. Unfortunately there is little evidence about women’s edu-
cation and how it would have been carried out.343  

It has been suggested that girls acquired a certain degree of education by 
listening to their brothers’ meetings with their tutors.344 Boys were trained to 
act in public life while girls were not. Consequently no elaborate education 
was needed for girls. No profession or career (cursus honorum) was open to 
women of higher status, and many girls did not even have an adolescent 
period free for studies, since they got married in their teens.345 Because 
spending money on a daughter’s education would not directly lead to any-
thing, her education was a sign of considerable wealth and high social status. 
In the Early Empire, there is a certain increase in evidence for education 
among girls, possibly due to the peace and welfare the period brought with 
it. Education therefore indicated a certain rank in a woman. This phenome-
non later spread and was copied also by groups of inferior social status.346  

Working songs in the Georgica  
Women in Rome sang and played instruments at home, for instance when 
taking care of household duties. One example comes from Vergil’s (70-19 
BC) Georgica, in which he idealizes life in the countryside. The following 
passage treats periods suited for different kinds of work to be carried out, 
such as at day- or night-time, summer- or winter-time. This passage treats 
night-time and we gain a glimpse of a singing woman. Vergil tells us about 
the wife of his friend, making her burden of work easier through singing:347  

                               
343 There is some evidence from the Late Republic and onwards of educated girls. These girls 
usually came from rich, urban families, with the economic possibility of paying for a tutor 
coming to their homes (Hemelrijk 2004, 20-21 and 71). 
344 Fantham et al. 1994, 272. For further reading about education for women, see Hemelrijk 
2004. G. Clark (1996, 42) gives examples from the literature of women who received educa-
tion. 
345 Hemelrijk 2004, 20-21 and 29.  
346 Hemelrijk 2004, 72. 
347 Singing by the loom is confirmed elsewhere, such as in Hom. Od. 5.61 (Calypso), 10.220 
(Circe). 
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Multa adeo gelida melius se nocte dedere, | aut cum sole novo terras inrorat 
Eous. | nocte leves melius stipulae, nocte arida prata | tondentur, noctes len-
tus non deficit umor. | et quidam seros hiberni ad luminis ignes | pervigilat 
ferroque faces inspicat acuto; | interea longum cantu solata laborem | arguto 
coniunx percurrit pectine telas, | aut dulcis musti Volcano decoquit umorem | 
et foliis undam trepidi despumat aëni. 

Yea, and many things make better progress in the cool of night, or when at 
early sunrise the day-star bedews the earth. At night the light stubble is best 
shorn, at night the thirsty meadows; at night the softening moisture fails not. 
One I know spends wakeful hours by the late blaze of a winter-fire, and with 
sharp knife points torches; his wife the while solaces with song her long toil, 
runs the shrill shuttle through the web, or on the fire boils down the sweet 
juice of must, and skims with leaves the wave of the bubbling cauldron.348  

 
This hard-working woman is tired and perhaps bored, but continues her 
work, giving voice to a song while performing her domestic duties. In this 
domestic sphere only members of the familia could hear the woman sing. It 
is a romanticized picture of hard work, described in combination with nature 
and song.  

Vergil belonged, just like Horace, to Octavian’s political circle. Taking 
his inspiration from the Roman social crisis of the Late Republic, Virgil 
tempers this in Georgica by the glorification of life in the countryside, with 
the peasant soldier who has led Rome to its greatness as an ideal.349 This 
perfect picture is reinforced by an ideal music-making: a simple woman 
singing while occupied with household duties.350 It has been stressed that the 
central moral idea in the Georgica actually concerns the dignity of labour.351 
In the example given, a Sabine peasant with a virtuous, respectable wife is 
mentioned. With labour goes harshness and simple pleasures, in contrast to 
city life with its corruption and luxury.352 A similar example is found in Ti-
bullus, who is writing about women in the countryside, weaving in the ser-
vice of Minerva, singing while the loom clatters.353 

Statius’ stepdaughter 
From Statius’ Silvae, written about a century later, comes the next example. 
Silvae, meaning “drafts” or raw material, was a selection of short, occasional 
poems. Here Statius (c. 45-96 AD), a professional writer  moving within the 

                               
348 Verg. Georg. 1.287-296. Translation Fairclough. 
349 Conte 1999, 250. 
350 An ideal also seen in the study by music anthropologist Jennifer Post (1994), see above 
4.1. 
351 Wilkinson 1969, 132, mentions Hesiod (Works and Days) as a source of inspiration to 
Vergil. 
352 Cf. Hor. Epist. 1.14, comparing city life with that in the countryside. 
353 Tib. 2.1.62-66. 
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circles of the Roman aristocracy and the court,354 in a letter to his wife writes 
about her daughter from a previous marriage with a famous singer:  

 
te nunc illa tenet, viduo quod sola cubili | otia tam pulchrae terit infecunda 
iuventae? | sed venient, plenis venient conubia taedis; | Sic certe formaeque 
bonis animaeque meretur. | sive chelyn complexa quatit seu voce paterna | 
discendum Musis sonat et mea carmina flectit, | candida seu molli diducit 
bracchia motu, | ingenium probitas artemque modestia vincit.  
 
Now it is she [the daughter] that holds you [the wife], because alone in her 
widowed bed she passes a youth so fair in barren idleness? But marriage will 
come, yea, come with all its flambeaux – so surely her gifts of beauty and 
mind deserve, whether she clasps and shakes the chelys-lyre, or with voice to 
match her father’s makes music for Muses to learn and modulates my verses, 
or spreads white arms wide in supple motion. Her goodness is greater than 
her talent, her modesty than her skill.355  

 
The subject here is marriage. The unnamed girl is probably in her teens and, 
according to Statius, ready to get married. Vidua, “widowed”, here in the 
meaning of unmarried, is a status that Statius wants to see changed.356 We 
meet her in a private setting, where she plays the chelys-lyre and sets melo-
dies to the poems of Statius with a voice inherited from her famous father.357 
The music-making in this context enhances the picture of the girl as talented 
and thereby desirable, turning her into an exemplary future wife. It is note-
worthy that she is praised for her music-making and at the same time is 
characterized as a modest and innocent girl. Her talents and skills did not 
surpass her goodness and modesty (ingenium probitas, artemque modestia 
vincit), since it may be argued that there was actually a limit to how talented 
a girl could be without losing respectability. Music-making is incorporated 
within the domestic sphere where a well-behaved daughter was welcome to 
entertain, as long as her modest image outweighed the quality of her music-
making, as was the case with this girl. Statius’ writings have been described 
as refined, traditional and reflective, with the aim of giving a picture of a 
good imperial society, which fits well with the description of an ideal girl.358  

Calpurnia  
Pliny the Younger (61 – c.113 AD) was an Imperial magistrate of equestrian 
status, roughly contemporary with Statius. In a letter to his mother-in-law, 
Calpurnia Hispulla, he declares how pleased he is with his wife Calpurnia, 
who, among many good qualities, also had musical talent:   

                               
354 Conte 1999, 482-483. 
355 Stat. Silv. 3.5.60-67. Translation by Shackleton Bailey (brackets are mine), modified 
(chelys-lyre, the type of lyra with tortoise-shell, instead of lute).  
356 For the use of vidua for an older, unmarried woman, see Caldwell 2015, 55. 
357 See Stat. Silv. 3.5.52-55. 
358 Conte 1999, 482-483. 
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Eadem, si quando recito, in proximo discreta velo sedet laudesque nostras 
avidissimis auribus excipit. Versus quidem meos cantat etiam formatque ci-
thara non artifice aliquo docente, sed amore, qui magister est optimus.  

 
When at any time I recite my works, she sits close at hand, concealed behind 
a curtain, and greedily overhears my praises. She sings my verses and sets 
them to her cithara, with no other master but Love, the best instructor.359 

 
Pliny appreciates the skills of his wife, not only in being a good musician, 
playing the difficult cithara, but also in displaying a talent for composing 
music herself. He points out that she did not have any master to teach her, 
indicating that she was not professionally trained. Her skills came solely 
from her heart, produced by the deep love she felt for her husband. Here, as 
well as in the Silvae, a moderate degree of skill is stipulated. That Pliny was 
very fond of his wife is evident also in other letters, where he expresses his 
amorous feelings for her.360  

Even if Pliny insists that Calpurnia had no master to teach her music, 
there might have been a tutor coming to her home, growing up in an upper-
class home as she did, or at least to teach her possible male family mem-
bers.361 One may conjecture settings where male relatives of Calpurnia re-
ceived musical training from a tutor, overheard by Calpurnia. Pliny also 
mentions the excellent moral training Calpurnia got from her aunt, empha-
sizing the role of the “mother” as educator for children regarding moral as-
pects, even if a father with his potestas was more important as an ideal for 
boys.362 A remarkable aspect in Pliny’s description of Calpurnia is that she is 
playing the cithara, the stronger and more difficult instrument to play – 
compared to the lyra. Being able to play the cithara may therefore indicate 
some kind of education.  

When it comes to Calpurnia’s visibility, the quotation may be understood 
in two ways. Either Calpurnia was sitting behind the curtain only while lis-
tening to Pliny’s recitations, indicating that it took place during an event that 
she was not supposed to attend, or she was also playing the cithara behind 
the curtain. This gives an indication about views of the time regarding wom-
en’s visibility. She was obviously talented – playing the cithara and compos-
ing herself, but perhaps too talented for what was appropriate for her status. 
In order to make her talents less apparent, a position behind the curtain was 
needed during her music-making. Perhaps the event became too public, with 
invited guests other that the closest relatives and friends invited. If she, on 
the other hand, was playing in front of guests and thereby seen, Pliny wanted 

                               
359 Plin. Ep. 4.19.3-4, translated by Radice, modified (cithara instead of lyre). Hispulla was 
actually Calpurnia’s paternal aunt, and the one who raised her (Shelton 2013, 98). 
360 See Plin. Ep. 6.4, 6.7 and 7.5. 
361 Fantham et al. 1994, 272. 
362 On Calpurnia’s moral training, see Plin. Ep. 4.19.6. See also Kleiner & Matheson 2000, 7; 
Dixon 1988, 202; Hemelrijk 2004, 28 and 32-33 on education. 
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to expose her talents to a wider audience than just the family. We cannot 
know if this was the case.  

Pliny’s letters have an intimate touch. And although his letters were se-
lected, perhaps also reworked for publication and some facts possibly modi-
fied, his letters can tell us about attitudes towards, for instance, a good mar-
riage. Arguably Calpurnia is presented as an exemplary wife. In Pliny’s 
texts, as in those by Statius, the educated ideal is incorporated into married 
life and the domestic sphere.363 The musical skills referred to are not those of 
a lover but of a wife. This could be taken as an indication that musicality had 
became an accepted ideal among the upper classes. 

Cornelia  
The last example concerns the charming and well-educated Cornelia Metel-
la, who was the daughter of Metellus Scipio, consul and military command-
er. She was the fifth and last wife of Pompey, the successful military and 
political leader of the late Roman Republic and political friend, and later 
enemy, of Julius Caesar. Plutarch (46-120 AD), in his biographical work on 
Pompey, describes Cornelia as a woman with much charisma and good qual-
ities:  

Πομπήϊος δὲ παρελθὼν εἰς τὴν πόλιν ἔγημε Κορνηλίαν θυγατέρα Μετέλλου 
Σκηπίωνος, οὐ παρθένον, ἀλλὰ χήραν ἀπολελειμμένην νεωστὶ Ποπλίου τοῦ 
Κράσσου παιδός, ᾧ συνῴκησεν ἐκ παρθενίας, ἐν Πάρθοις τεθνηκότος. ἐνῆν 
δὲ τῇ κόρῃ πολλὰ φίλτρα δίχα τῶν ἀφ᾽ ὥρας. καὶ γὰρ περὶ γράμματα καλῶς 
ἤσκητο καὶ περὶ λύραν καὶ γεωμετρίαν, καὶ λόγων φιλοσόφων εἴθιστο 
χρησίμως ἀκούειν. καὶ προσῆν τούτοις ἦθος ἀηδίας καὶ περιεργίας καθαρόν, 
ἃ δὴ νέαις προστρίβεται γυναιξὶ τὰ τοιαῦτα μαθήματα: πατὴρ δὲ καὶ γένους 
ἕνεκα καὶ δόξης ἄμεμπτος.  

Pompey now entered the city and married Cornelia, a daughter of Metellus 
Scipio. She was not a virgin, but had lately been left a widow by Publius, the 
son of Crassus, whose virgin bride she had been before his death in Parthia. 
The young woman had many charms apart from her youthful beauty. She was 
well versed in literature, in playing the lyre, and in geometry, and had been 
accustomed to listen to philosophical discourses with profit. In addition to 
this, she had a nature which was free from that unpleasant officiousness 
which such accomplishments are apt to impart to young women; and her fa-
ther’s lineage and reputation were above reproach.364  

 
Cornelia’s education was more Greek than Roman, since music and geome-
try were not obvious subjects for study in Late Republican Rome, not even 
for men.365 In the passage musical skill is featured as something positive, 

                               
363 See also Hemelrijk 2004, 33 and 81. 
364 Plut. Pomp. 55.1-2. Translation by Perrin. By “education”, Plutarch always means Greek 
education (paideia) including knowledge of Platonic philosophy (Swain 1999, 86). 
365 Fantham et al. 1994, 272. 
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enhancing the picture of Cornelia as a fine lady, worthy of a man of Pom-
pey’s rank. The lyra, in this case, could be taken as a sign of education and 
of the good wife who pleased her husband with her skills. Cornelia was also 
used to to listening to philosophical discourses, another indication of her 
education.366  

Plutarch was active during a period when Greek culture was trendy and 
promoted, for instance by the emperor Hadrian, which, of course, may ex-
plain such a description of Cornelia.367 A problem with Plutarch’s text is that 
it deals with the young Cornelia, who lived 150 years (in the 50s/40s BC) 
before his biography was written. It is not unlikely that Plutarch attached 
values of his own time to the description. In fact it is hard to believe that the 
historian knew about the musical qualities Cornelia might have been gifted 
with so much earlier in time unless she was famous for her skills. Plutarch 
may also have based his description on an earlier source when describing 
her. Otherwise it would seem more probable that he actually describes a 
respectable woman of his own time – more in line with the attitudes discern-
ible in his contemporaries, Pliny the Younger and Statius – than with those 
of a historian of the Late Republic (as seen in the next section). If this is the 
case, it would be dangerous to conclude anything about the attitudes towards 
women’s music-making in the time of Cornelia herself, that of the Late Re-
public. We can only say something about the attitude of Plutarch himself, 
and at best, also gain a hint of the ideals of his time. 
 
In the domestic sphere of the Roman upper classes, music-making was obvi-
ously seen as an attribute of women’s good reputation. It could be a sign for 
a well-behaved woman following society’s codes of behaviour, and it could 
also enhance her femininity and attractiveness. The women in Vergil’s 
Georgica and Tibullus were portrayed as dutiful housewives, occupying 
themselves with household duties while singing.368 Hard work and music-
making in combination are presented as an ideal, completely in line with 
Augustus’ efforts to revive old, Republican virtues and manners. 

The stepdaughter of Statius, Calpurnia and Cornelia had several things in 
common: they were well-behaved, young, educated, skilled in music and 
modest.369  It is also likely that Pliny and Plutarch used the idealized picture 
of a skilled and virtuous wife as a topos for describing a happy marriage, in 
which Pliny himself and Pompey appeared as honourable men. In the case of 

                               
366 Plut. Pomp. 55.1. During the period of Cornelia, women were able to attend philosophical 
recitations, including those taking place in the public sphere, at the theatre, which was a 
common setting for such events (Hemelrijk 2004, 244). 
367 Conte 1999, 521. 
368 Verg. Georg. 1.289-296; Tib. 2.1.62-66. 
369 Stat. Silv. 3.5.62-67; Plin. Ep. 4.19.3-4; Plut. Pomp. 55.1-4. 
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Statius’ stepdaughter, her musicality made her appear the perfect bride for a 
future husband.370  

The three young women were all described as having musical talents to 
make them more attractive to their present and future husbands, fitting in 
well in with their social groups and status as regards their level of education. 
They are all educated in some way, Cornelia perhaps to a larger extent than 
the others, according to Plutarch, but Calpurnia’s moral training holds an 
important place in the text by Pliny, and she is perhaps the better musician, 
playing the difficult cithara and composing. The goodness and modesty of 
the teen-age stepdaughter indicates a certain moral education as well, along 
with her musical skills.  

All three of them play the lyra or cithara, here serving as signs of educa-
tion, skill and modesty at the same time. Whether they actually possessed all 
these skills or not is not the most important thing. More important is that 
music could be used to enhance the beauty and virtue of a woman as long as 
it was performed in the right way, according to the moral codes suitable to 
the social status of the woman in question. They were, for example, de-
scribed as being more modest than talented (Statius’ stepdaughter), and as 
having learned to play without a teacher (Calpurnia).371 It is noteworthy that 
Calpurnia was possibly hidden behind a curtain while playing, which says 
something about attitudes towards women’s visibility. A woman should not 
be too conspicuous, and if she was seen while playing, she could be admired 
for other things than her music-making, such as her possible physical ad-
vantages, but this would not be desirable in this context.  

In the three texts about Statius’ stepdaughter, Calpurnia and Cornelia the 
importance of the link to a pater familias is stressed. The father of Statius’ 
stepdaughter was a famous singer, whose voice she inherited, and she sang 
the texts of Statius himself. Calpurnia, setting melodies to Pliny’s texts, is 
honouring him in that way, and the father of Cornelia is also mentioned and 
presented as having had an exellent reputation, of importance to the status of 
Cornelia. The pater familias was in charge of all family members. The im-
portance of pleasing him is shown in the examples. For the family honour 
proper behavior was of importance in order not to harm its reputation.372 
Music-making therefore had to be controlled and performed in a manner 
where the skills did not outstrip modesty and the woman herself was not too 
much exposed in public. 

The women featured here all lived at the end of the period we are examin-
ing, late first to early second century AD. Their musical skills are said to be 
on a rather high level, compared with, for instance, the women in Vergil and 
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Tibullus, and remind us of the women praised in the love poetry, the erotic 
undertones excluded.  

I would suggest that the writings of important poets like Ovid, Propertius 
and Horace opened the concept of an ideal with regard to women’s music-
making that was later on adopted by writers in other genres, such as letters, 
satire, prose and history writing. The Ovidian ideal had become included 
among the norms of the private sphere by this time, along with a larger ac-
ceptance of the education of women and of Greek cultural influences.373 In 
Juvenal, contemporary with Statius, Pliny and Plutarch, it is even possible to 
discern a reaction against the behaviour of upper-class women, flaunting 
their musical and cultural skills in public such as the ‘groupie’-woman, indi-
cating that it had become a common scene.374 These women were losing their 
respectability while the women discussed in this section, such as Statius’ 
stepdaughter, Calpurnia and Cornelia, kept it, since they followed the norms 
of their social class and the demands of their pater familias, regarding how, 
and in what contexts, to perform. 

4.5 Rebellious music making 
The previous section treated examples of respectable women’s music-
making in the private sphere, where women played music in accordance with 
the norms of their social groups. This section will, on the other hand, instead 
explore how certain women of high rank broke the social codes of behaviour 
and what consequences this had.  

Sempronia  
A woman who became (in)famous for her activities in public was Sempro-
nia, who was in fact one of the better-known women in Roman literature. 
The historian Sallust (86 – c.35 BC), writing in the context of a Rome in 
crisis, which included large problems in handling an immoral aristocracy, 
made a vivid portrait of her.375 From Sallust we know that Sempronia be-
longed to the noble Roman family of the Gracchi. She was an educated and 
cultivated woman with a great deal of elegance and charm and was married 
to Decimus Junius Brutus, consul in 77 BC. She was also known for being 
one of the women supporting Catiline in his vain efforts to stage a coup 
d’etat in 63 BC, which was exposed by Cicero, who was the consul of that 
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year.376 It is in this context that we hear about Sempronia’s activities in the 
public arena. Sallust describes Sempronia as follows:  

Sed in eis erat Sempronia, quae multa saepe virilis audaciae facinora com-
miserat. Haec mulier genere atque forma, praeterea viro [atque] liberis satis 
fortunata fuit; Litteris Graecis et Latinis docta, psallere [et] saltare elegan-
tius quam necesse est probae, multa alia, quae instrumenta luxuriae sunt. Sed 
ei cariora semper omnia quam decus atque pudicitia fuit; pecuniae an famae 
minus parceret, haud facile discerneres; lubido sic accensa ut saepius peteret 
viros quam peteretur.  

Now among those women was Sempronia, who had often perpetrated many 
deeds of masculine daring. In birth and appearance, in her husband too and 
children, she was quite favoured by fortune; she was well versed in Greek 
and Roman literature, at psallere and at dancing more skilfully than a virtu-
ous woman needed to, and in many other accomplishments which are instru-
ments of wantonness. But there was nothing which she held so cheap as 
modesty and chastity; you could not easily decide whether she was less spar-
ing of her money or her reputation; her lust was so heated that she pursued 
men more often than she was pursued by them.377 

 
Along with several negative aspects described by Sallust as activities con-
nected to lust, such as being avid for men, Sallust mentions her music-
making and dancing. Music-making serves the opposite purpose in this con-
text, compared to that of the women in the previous section. It is featured as 
a negative activity that she is too good at, being able to make music and 
dance better than an honest woman needs to. 

 In Sempronia Sallust “constructs” a female counterpart to the mob of 
Catiline. The passage also serves as an example of how he expressed his 
moral ideas.378 Sempronia was educated like Cornelia, discussed in the pre-
vious section, but Sempronia’s education is not mentioned in the same posi-
tive terms. The music-making that Cornelia was praised for was for Sempro-
nia not a talent to be proud of. Consequently there was a limit to how talent-
ed a woman ought to be in order to preserve her respectability. Since probae 
(virtuous) stands together with necesse est (“being necessary”) in the pas-
sage, it indicates that a certain educational degree was normally acceptable, 
but in the eyes of Sallust Sempronia obviously went beyond that degree.379 

Sallust is one of two authors in Roman literature who mention Sempronia, 
painting a strong portrait of her. Macrobius (early fifth century AD) is the 

                               
376 Sall. Cat. 24-25.  
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other, retelling Sallust’s story, and then she disappears.380 Juvenal’s satire, 
appearing 150 years after Sallust, describing vulgar women and their in-
volvement in public life who also parade their cultural skills, harmonizes 
with the description of Sempronia. But the description of her and her music-
making does not correspond with descriptions of women in other contempo-
rary genres, such as love poetry, since these were harmless to a man and 
apolitical. Sempronia, on the other hand, was dangerous, in the sense that 
she was too involved with men’s activities in public life. 

Clodia: “a woman not just noble but notorious”381  
Clodia was, like her contemporary Sempronia, a well-known person in 
Rome and famous for her beauty and glowing eyes.382 She also came from 
one of Rome’s better families, the Claudii. Her original name, Claudia, was 
abandoned for the more popular spelling of Clodia. She was active in public 
life in several ways, something that brought her to court in 56 BC, and was, 
in that capacity, described like this by Cicero:  

Accusatores quidem libidines, amores, adulteria, Baias, actas, convivia, co-
missationes, cantus, symphonias, navigia iactant, idemque significant nihil se 
te invita dicere.  

The accusers are dinning into our ears the words debauchery, amours, mis-
conduct, trips to Baiae, beach-parties, feasts, revels, concerts, musical parties, 
pleasure-boats; they also inform us that they say nothing of which you do not 
approve.383 

 
In Cicero’s speech music enhances the negative picture of Clodia, even if it 
is not clearly stated that she played herself. Cantus, symphonias, concerts 
and musical parties, could imply either that she herself gave concerts, fre-
quently attended concerts, or was an organizer of musical events. Fig. 17 
illustrates a concert in the bay of Naples. One of the musicians is a woman, 
as well as another who might be the director, to the left.  

Clodia had been abandoned by her husband, Marcus Caelius Rufus, and 
in an action of anger she had accused him of several wrongdoings, such as 
having stolen her gold and having tried to kill her with poison. Caelius, in 
his turn, accused her of having tried to murder her previous husband and for 
having acted like a prostitute, receiving money from a lover.384 Cicero de-
fended Caelius, his earlier protégé, in court in 56 BC. As seen in the quota-
tion, he condemned Clodia and spoke about her as an immoral woman, refer-
ring to her lifestyle, which included concerts and musical parties. He pre-
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sents Clodia as a high-born woman acting like a prostitute and loosing her 
respectability on account of her behaviour, with no thought of the conse-
quences with regard to her reputation. Cicero further claims that the entire 
luxurious resort of Baiae was spreading rumours about the decadent 
Clodia.385 Her behaviour was apparently well-known and displayed in public. 
Clodia herself did not appear at the trial, although women were allowed to 
lay charges and appear in court, with some restrictions.386  
 

 
Figure 17. Concert scene from the palaestra in Herculaneum, c. 30 – 40 AD. A 
woman to the right playing the cithara with plectrum, a man in the centre playing 
tibiae and another woman to the left is possibly listening or giving directions. In 
Museo archeologico Nazionale di Napoli. Photo by the author. 
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Cicero’s attack on Clodia in his speech defending Caelius (Pro Caelio) in 
the spring of 56 BC has usually been interpreted as the result of the complex 
political situation of the time and Cicero’s desire to take revenge on Clodia’s 
brother Clodius for his involvement in Cicero’s unwanted exile in 58 BC.  

An important point is that Cicero’s writing makes it obvious how men’s 
and women’s behaviour were differently treated. In the speech he is certainly 
defending Caelius, implying that all the kinds of bad behaviour Caelius had 
possibly performed, such as seeing prostitutes and supporting Catiline, 
should be excused due to his youthful foolishness.387 To a man it was only 
normal to pay visits to someone like Clodia, since she was nothing but a 
prostitute, and every man must be allowed to see prostitutes.388 After all, 
there was no real love affair, Cicero says. In that case it would have been 
worse, and something to take into consideration. But Clodia was like a pros-
titute, available for anyone, and thereby free for a man to have an affair 
with.389   

It has been suggested that Clodia was the girl called Lesbia in the poems 
of Catullus,390 and it is assumed that they were lovers until Metellus Celer, 
the former husband of Clodia, died in 59 BC. The evil-minded spread ru-
mors that Clodia had given him poison. However, Clodia then married Mar-
cus Caelius Rufus and Catullus was dismissed.391 In one poem Catullus ex-
presses his love for Lesbia and his despair at a new, less desirable life style 
of hers.392  He indicates that her sexual habits took place in public, on the 
street more or less, and that she lived her life like a prostitute, almost in ac-
cordance with what Cicero said.393 A different picture of Clodia is however 
given by Cicero in his letters, where she appears more as a strong, powerful 
woman in control over her own life.394 

The different descriptions of Clodia’s character date to about the same pe-
riod as the love poetry of Propertius and Ovid, but Cicero was not as fond of 
her life style as perhaps the poets might have been, although Catullus actual-
ly complains about it. It is possible that Clodia was too dominant and inde-
pendent to conform to either prototype of respectable noblewoman or seduc-
tress. Assuming that she even gave concerts herself, she was definitely 
breaking all the social rules of behaviour. 
  

                               
387 Cic. Cael 17.39-42. 
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In this section we have seen how music could enhance the picture of a wom-
an as decadent, as opposed to the way music served as an attribute of the 
well-behaved women in the previous section. Sallust, Catullus, and Cicero 
describe two well-known women, Sempronia and Clodia, as morally corrupt. 
The two women were both acting in public with arrogance, perhaps even 
taking pride in ignoring social codes of behaviour which regulated, among 
other things, what a woman of high rank should do and what she should not. 
They played music too well, or engaged in musical life more than was ap-
propriate for a noblewoman. 

Sempronia was well educated, even too learned for a woman’s best inter-
ests (cf. Statius). Both she and Clodia maintained a life-style that would have 
suited a courtesan better than a respectable woman, regarding their associa-
tion with men. Both held big advantages in life with regard to family ances-
try, marriage and beauty, in line with Roman values, but according to these 
authors, they lost respectability with their promiscuous living.  

Music in both cases served as a negative underpinning, used to demon-
strate that Sempronia, having greater musical skills than an honest woman 
needed, was too well-educated. It was also a Greek – rather than a Roman – 
education Sempronia possessed, which was new, modern, and foreign to 
Late Republican society. Her music was probably performed in public con-
texts since she was known to be too good at playing, which was improper for 
a woman of her rank. To “dance more skilfully” than was needed brought 
attention to her body, indicating that she moved it too sensually. Compared 
to Calpurnia, possibly performing music hidden behind a curtain, this indi-
cates that showing off your body in public did not equate with being a re-
spectable woman. 

In the case of Clodia her immoral behaviour, as described by Cicero, is 
pointed out publicly in court in order to make her accusations against Cae-
lius appear unreliable. Having been turned into an unrespectable woman, she 
becomes a witness not worth listening to in this trial. We cannot know for 
sure whether she herself played music in concerts or if she just frequented 
them, but both associations with music served to paint a picture of a loose 
woman.  

4.6 Concluding remarks 
This chapter has shown that women’s opportunities to make music depended 
on their social status, and also that musical activities could affect their re-
spectability in both positive and negative ways.  

For Ovid, the musical skills of a woman were appreciated whatever social 
group she belonged to.395 Women should be able to play music, sing and 
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dance, since this enhanced a woman’s attractiveness. Also the poets Proper-
tius and Horace regarded musical talent as a positive thing and as something 
they were impressed by in a woman.396 The social status of some of the 
women described is unknown, and the way that the poets describe the music-
making of these women (both those referred to by name and the unnamed 
ones) could mean that they are either courtesans or respectable women. Cyn-
thia, for instance, is portrayed with a sensual touch of lowered eyelids, indi-
cating that she would have been Propertius’ mistress.397 At the same time she 
is sitting at home, possibly in their shared house, spinning, and worries about 
whether Propertius is unfaithful to her or not, just as a respectable housewife 
would have done. Horace, also, is ambiguous in his description of Licymnia 
(possibly the wife of Maecenas) with her beautiful, flashing eyes, at the 
same time as he notices her partaking in the dance in honour of Diana with-
out losing grace, as well as perceiving her loyal heart.398 In Vergil, we en-
countered a woman of respectable nature who was singing while working 
hard at household duties, in a way which assured that she was following the 
social codes of her position.399 Also in the portraits of Statius’ stepdaughter, 
of Pliny’s wife Calpurnia and of Pompey’s wife Cornelia – all women of 
high rank – we perceive descriptions of women who are good musicians, at 
the same time as they are dutiful and consequently also performing in ac-
cordance with the social codes.400 Their skills were of importance in enhanc-
ing both their beauty and status, and contributed to enhance the woman’s 
attractiveness and turn her into the perfect wife or future bride (as perhaps in 
Fig. 18).  

There were also women musicians who were considered as less respecta-
ble, both due to their social status but also with regard to their behaviour. In 
the love poetry there are, for example, women musicians who are clearly 
labelled as prostitutes. These were Phyllis, the crotalistria in Propertius, the 
lyra-playing Lyde, who was summoned to entertain at Horace’s party, and 
the anonymous tibiae-player, also in Horace.401 Two of these three women 
performed on instruments that were sometimes used in erotic and ecstatic 
contexts: crotala and tibiae. Lyde, on the other hand, played the lyra, suita-
ble for all kinds of women, as shown in Chapter 3. All three women were of 
an inferior status and unrespectable, infames, due to their profession. 

Other women, of high rank but lacking in respectability due to their musi-
cal activities, were Sempronia (in Sallust), and Clodia (described by Cicero 
and Catullus).402 These women did not behave in accordance with their social 
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status, consequently making themselves unrespectable. Sempronia was too 
skilled at playing and dancing, and she combined her music-making with 
other unsuitable activities. Clodia was associated with concerts and musical 
parties. A bit later on chronologically, in the text of Juvenal, women appear 
vulgar when flaunting their musical skills in front of their idols, and become 
non-respectable for that reason.403  

One may conjecture that music-making was considered something posi-
tive, no matter what social group the woman in question belonged to, by the 
love poets and by the more “open-minded” authors. Matrons, young, re-
spectable, unmarried women, courtesans and prostitutes are all praised. Con-
servative authors, on the other hand, held a more sceptical view of music-
making. 

 

 
 
Figure 18. Late Republican painting of a cithara-playing woman. From the villa of 
Fannius Synistor, Boscoreale. Photo: Anagoria, Wikimedia commons. 
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It is essential to note that the contexts, in which the women in question 
appear, were crucial for whether a woman was considered respectable or not.  
Ovid, in his attitude to music-making women, did not restrict himself as 
regards the degree of musical skill a woman should possess or the context in 
which her performance took place. He was also open-minded towards differ-
ent musical genres, whether it was modern music, such as was performed at 
the theatres or Egyptian tunes, or if it was music more in line with what the 
Romans would call sophisticated or traditional (cf. 2.2).404  

To Vergil, Tibullus, Statius, Pliny the Younger and Plutarch, a woman’s 
music-making was considered as positive, provided it was performed with 
moderation and in the right context, i.e. in the private sphere, and not in pub-
lic. The woman in Vergil sang at home in a domestic setting while preparing 
wine.405 Statius’ stepdaughter played, danced and sang, but her skills did not 
outweight her modesty, which was of importance, and this was an indication 
that the performance did not take place in public.406 Her skills are enhanced 
in order to demonstrate how the life of this talented young woman was wast-
ed, still being unmarried, but not to such an extent that it became inappropri-
ate. 

Calpurnia also played music in a private context, although it is not clear 
whether it was only in front of the family or also in order to entertain guests, 
in the same manner as Pliny held his recitations at home to an invited audi-
ence.407 In that case, her performance was of a more public character. It is 
interesting that she played the advanced cithara and not the simpler and 
more common lyra. Mentioning her advanced cithara-playing could have 
been a way for Pliny to stress her great skills, further emphasized when we 
are informed that she learnt to play without any teacher. In fact, the whole 
point may be that she had no teacher, since being too skilled, or making too 
much effort to become skilled, would have been improper for a woman of 
her rank. In the latter case, she would have moved towards the status of a 
professional. If she was hidden while playing – which is unsure – this could 
have served to moderate her great proficiency. Instead, the impression we 
get from the way the scene is described is that Calpurnia was playing just en 
passant, her talent being “mistakenly” overheard by the invited guests, 
which would be more proper for a woman of her rank.  

Plutarch describes Cornelia’s music-making, among other learned skills 
of hers, in a positive manner.408 It is likely that she played the lyra in the 
most respectable way, suitable to her position in society, which was at home 
among the family and close friends. This is strengthened by Plutarch’s de-
scription of her as having a nature free from the unpleasant officiousness 
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which learned undertakings could give young women. We can understand 
that her music-making was not “aggressive” in a way that would make her 
appear snobbish. 

On the other hand, in the quotations from Sallust, Cicero and Juvenal 
treated above, music-making serves to emphasize the portrayals of the wom-
en as indecent.409 The performances described are both too skilled and openly 
known, indicating a public, unsuitable context. Other factors of a negative 
kind are also paired with their music-making. Being too sexually active is 
one of them, something that Sallust, Cicero and Juvenal focus on in their 
descriptions of Sempronia, Clodia and the ‘groupie’-woman. Sempronia was 
too keen on men, Clodia publicly lived the life of a prostitute, and the ma-
tron in Juvenal behaved like a ‘groupie’, requiring sex with her idol. When 
women were active in public, it often resulted in a focus on their sexual be-
haviour, as seen clearly in the texts by Sallust, Cicero and Juvenal.410 Such a 
woman could be labelled “public” – comparable with a prostitute. 

Involvement in politics and public, male activities was another negative 
factor paired with music-making that all three authors emphasized. Sempro-
nia supported Catiline in his efforts to stage a coup d’état, Clodia is charac-
terised as a dux femina (a female general) due to her lifestyle, similar to that 
of a man.411 In Juvenal’s sixth satire, women with dry breasts –considered as 
non-feminine – speaking to generals were encountered. This was even worse 
than making music, according to Juvenal.412 One may conclude that a mixing 
of gender roles was not accepted during this period, and could deeply affect 
a woman’s respectability, just as if she appeared too “public” and thereby 
made herself sexually available. 

It has been argued that the characteristics of Sempronia derived rather 
from a historic tradition, connecting female abnormal sexuality to luxuria, 
and a life in strong opposition to the kind a decent Roman matron should 
live.413 The story of Sempronia could serve as a cautionary example on how 
not to behave as a respectable woman during this period. Her portrait, creat-
ed by Sallust in a strongly patriarchal social setting, reveals his conception of 
women and virtue and the proper role of women within society.  
 
Also, the period of time at which a text was written and what literary genre it 
belonged to seem to have mattered greatly. To illustrate this a striking exam-
ple may be given, comparing Cornelia, characterized by Plutarch, and 
Sempronia, portrayed by Sallust. The two women probably had the same 
kind of Greek-style education, sometimes offered to girls from high-status 
families who were open-minded to Greek culture, which among other things 
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included music. In Cornelia’s case, her musical talent was considered as 
something positive, while Sempronia was described as being too skilled, 
turning her music-making into a negative aspect of her character. This dis-
crepancy may be due to several reasons.414 

Plutarch wrote at the end of the first century and the beginning of the sec-
ond century AD when music making among women had become more ac-
cepted in the private context, comparable to the descriptions of Calpurnia 
and Statius’ stepdaughter.415 Greek education had become fashionable, large-
ly due to the influence of the Emperor Hadrian, a lover of Greek culture. In 
contrast, in Sallust’s description of Sempronia from the Late Republic, mu-
sical education among women was still considered as relatively new, and 
could in her case have constituted a contributing factor to why music was 
used as a negative underpinning. It was simply too modern. 

Giving compliments of the kind Plutarch did to Cornelia might have been 
easier for a Romanized Greek such as Plutarch than for a Roman such as 
Sallust, since Roman morals in the period of Sallust would have prevented 
an elite woman from possessing musical skills.416 I think, this is too easy an 
interpretation, since from the very same period (Late Republic) there are the 
love poets (and other poets) who show great appreciation for women’s mu-
sic- making. Consequently, the question of literary genre is of key im-
portance. For a conservative historian like Sallust it was impossible to praise 
musical skills, while among the modern love poets it was instead something 
natural, belonging to the nature of that genre.  

An indication that music-making had become more commonly accepted 
among women of high rank in the second century AD (indicated by Plu-
tarch’s description of Calpurnia), is Juvenal’s negative comments about it.417 
The impression we get from Juvenal is that music-making women were a 
common sight, which may be taken as an indication that it was also more 
accepted by this time, although not by Juvenal, who was of the old moral 
school in his view of women’s doings. 

It is hard to say whether Juvenal – generally considered both misogynistic 
and rather extreme – or Horace, as well as other love poets, represented gen-
eral Roman attitudes. However, both extremes are examples of the different 
attitudes existing in ancient Rome. Also, Ovid’s general ideas on relation-
ships, love and sex were very open-minded, and we should remember that he 
was probably expatriated due to them (even if the reason is uncertain). The 
other love poets also displayed an open mind on the subject.  

Finally, attitudes towards women’s music-making did not only depend on 
how they performed music in relation to their social status. It depended also 
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on the author himself and his approach to women in general. The negative 
voices came from traditionalist writers of the Late Republic who were op-
posed to new trends and women’s larger freedom, something which, on the 
other hand, was appreciated by the love poets. A negative voice from the 
later period comes from Juvenal, who complained that womens’ music-
making had become too dominating. A more accepting attitude to music-
making in the Early Imperial period is however confirmed in other authors 
of the period (Pliny, Plutarch and Statius).  

The women who were positively described in relation to their music mak-
ing were those who followed the rules of behaviour in relation to their social 
status, whether it was a woman belonging to the circle of the love poets or to 
a senator’s household. The male author’s attitude decided on the rules of 
what was considered respectable music-making and what was not. Music 
performed by women was primarily intended to please men, not the women 
themselves in order to make music just for their own lustful sake. If they did, 
several conventions were broken, since you could by then both be looked 
upon as too sexually extravert, which was not acceptable for a respectable 
woman, and also you did something that was not aimed at men a priori. 
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5. THE IMPORTANCE OF AGE  

5.1 Introduction 
Having previously considered social status as a key factor in regard to atti-
tudes towards music-making women in Roman literature, the importance of 
age will now be explored. It seems as if age could have been used in the 
ancient sources in ways to emphasize or play down certain characteristics of 
the women in question.  

Since the true age of women musicians in Rome is seldom stated, but on-
ly referred to in a more general way, their ages will be divided into two dis-
cernible categories, treated below in two contrasting sections: “youthful ac-
complishments” (5.1), and “adult women and their ageing” (5.2). 

The course of life in Roman society looked very different for men and for 
women. It should however also be born in mind that there is less evidence 
for women’s course of life than men’s.418 Several scholars have studied age 
and ageing in Rome as well as the Roman lifecycle.419 It has been concluded 
that childhood counted from birth to puberty, and puberty started at the age 
of twelve for girls and fourteen for boys. By then a Roman child was legally 
ready to get married. These ages were based on social customs and tradi-
tions, rather than biological factors.420 Since many girls were just at the be-
ginning of their puberty when they got married and started to have children, 
this often had serious consequences for them. It was not unusual for young 
women to die in childbirth or deliver unhealthy babies.421  

Regarding terminology, puella, frequently used in the sources, seems to 
have covered both young girls from seven to twelve years old, and young 
women from puberty to motherhood.422 The term was also applied to virgins 
participating in religious ceremonies and to women (married or unmarried) 
emerging as someone’s lover in poetry, in this case used as an indicator of 

                               
418 Harlow & Laurence 2002, 15. 
419 See for example the studies of Caldwell 2015; Cokayne 2003; Gardner & Wiedeman 1991; 
Harlow & Laurence 2002; Néraudau 1984; Rouselle 1988. 
420 Harlow & Laurence 2002, 35. D. 23.2.4 (Pomponius) (see The Roman Law Library, 
http://droitromain.upmf-grenoble.fr/) says that a girl will be a legitimate wife only when she 
has completed her twelfth year in the home of her husband, in case she had moved there at an 
even earlier age. 
421 Rouselle 1988, 32; Caldwell 2015, 7, and 94-100; Gardner 1987, 38-41. 
422 Néraudau 1984, 52. 
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affection.423 Thus puella had a rather wide spectrum of use, making it hard to 
define any exact age. A woman attained adulthood on the day of her wed-
ding and was considered old at forty to forty-five.424  Men were usually con-
sidered old at sixty to sixty-five, at which time they were relieved from legal 
and public obligations. For women age was connected to the menopause.  

These were however only formal defining factors. In everyday life other 
aspects were of importance, such as the physical appearance of a person and 
his or her intellectual state.425 As an example, Augustus stressed the im-
portance of remarriages, which were prescribed up to the age of sixty for 
men and fifty for women.426 This is probably connected to the idea that after 
that age a woman could not produce any children. Consequently, it is hard to 
define the age of a woman. A puella could be very young but also rather old, 
and an “older woman” could be both a recently married girl as well as an old 
matron approaching the time of death, as I will show in the following sec-
tions. 

5.2 Youthful accomplishments 
This first section will treat women who are described as young music-
makers.  In one of Horace’s Odes we find that Cupid has abandoned the old 
woman Lyce, a former object of love, and instead looks towards the lovely 
cheeks of blooming Chia, who is skilled in psallere, i.e. accompanying her 
singing on a stringed instrument:  

 
Audivere, Lyce, di mea vota, di | audivere, Lyce: fis anus, et tamen | vis for-
mosa videri | ludisque et bibis impudens| et cantu tremulo pota Cupidinem | 
lentum sollicitas. Ille virentis et | doctae psallere Chiae | pulchris excubat in 
genis. | importunus enim transvolat aridas | quercus et refugit te, quia luridi | 
dentes te, quia rugae | turpant et capitis nives. 

The gods have heard my prayers, Lyce; yes, the gods have heard them: you 
are growing old! And you still want to look pretty; you join in the fun and the 
drinking without any shame, and when you are tight you try to arouse the re-
luctant sex god with your tremulous singing. He keeps his watch on the love-
ly cheeks of Chia, who is in the flush of youth and is also accomplished at 
psallere; without any consideration he flies past withered oaks, and shuns 
you with your ugly discoloured teeth and your wrinkles and your head of 
snowy hair.427 
 

                               
423 Harlow & Laurence 2002, 37; Caldwell 33. 
424 Harlow & Laurence 2002, 54; Caldwell 2015, 134-165. 
425 Cokayne 2003, 1-2 
426 Evans-Grubbs 2002, 84 and 317 (see Rules of Ulpian 14). 
427 Hor. Carm. 4.13.1-12. Translation by Rudd, modified (psallere instead of playing the 
lyre).  
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We cannot know who Chia, “the girl from Chios” was – possibly she was a 
fictional person.428 Whether, in the poem, she was intended to be a courtesan, 
an entertainer or a noble woman with a fictional name is not clear. Chia was 
skilled at singing to her lyra, seen as an accomplishment which strengthened 
her attraction, no matter what her status. Psallere was one of the more com-
mon ways for a woman to make music (at least was singing and playing soft 
stringed instruments, even if not at the same time), and was, as shown above 
in Chapter 3, something that all kinds of women did, noble ones as well as 
courtesans. 

Youth, indicated by the “lovely cheeks”, is of importance to her music-
making, rendering her more desirable compared to the older Lyce. Lyce is 
portrayed in strong contrast to Chia, disfigured by yellow teeth, wrinkles and 
white hair.429 The music-making suited Chia better than Lyce, who was try-
ing to arouse Cupid with her tremulous singing without success. 

In his third book of Odes, Horace turns to Roman domestic immorality 
and a crisis in society, possibly coloured by ideas of contemporary Augustan 
ideology:  

 
Motus doceri gaudet Ionicos | matura virgo et fingitur artibus | iam nunc et 
incestos amores | de tenero meditatur ungui;| mox iuniores quaerit adulteros 
| inter mariti vina, […] 
 
The girl who has just reached puberty enjoys taking lessons in Ionian danc-
ing, and is trained in the arts that go with it; even at this stage she contem-
plates illicit love affairs with total absorption. In due course, when her hus-
band is in his cups, she looks for younger lovers; […]430  

 
Horace describes how the young girl, who just reached puberty but was al-
ready married, liked to learn Ionian dances. It has been suggested that “being 
trained in the arts” here means various skills of seduction, instead of train-
ing, for example in literature or philosophy.431 The girl also plans for love 
affairs outside her marriage, looking for younger lovers, with her husband’s 
permission.432  

Ionian dancing had indecent connotations in Greek contexts, and thus was 
an indication of improper behaviour in a girl.433 Greek cultural expression in 
terms of music and dancing had strong influence on the Romans, but was 
also, as mentioned above (in section 2.2), considered demoralizing by certain 
authors. Horace is one of them. The dancing could be regarded as an expres-
sion of protest from the girl’s point of view, married off perhaps far too early 
                               
428 Thomas 2011, 240. 
429 Hor. Carm. 4.13.9-12. Wrinkles and yellow teeth were a common expression for old age, 
and not necessarily pejorative (Thomas 2011, 240). 
430 Hor. Carm. 3.6.21-26. Translation by Rudd. 
431 Nisbet & Rudd 2004, 106. 
432 Hor. Carm. 3.6.29-30.  
433 Nisbet & Rudd 2004, 106. See  Ar. Thesm. 163; Ath. 14.629e. 
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to a much older man. Now she takes her chance to have fun with other girls 
of her age.  

Taking part in (religious) choruses, including song and dance, on the oth-
er hand, was an activity recommended for young girls as exercise, together 
with playing ball, as expressed by the Greek physician Rufus of Ephesos 
(contemporary with the emperor Trajan).434 Rufus was educated in Alexan-
dria but later based in Ephesos, and it is uncertain whether he ever visited 
Rome. This makes him a less reliable source for a Roman context, although 
his opinions may well reflect a public view on these matters representative 
also for Rome itself. 

Practice in music and dance seems to have been a natural part of the lives 
of many young women. In the portrait of his stepdaughter given by Statius, 
he worries about the girl since she was, according to him, wasting her youth 
and beauty on leisure instead of getting married:  

 
te nunc illa tenet, viduo quod sola cubili | otia tam pulchrae terit infecunda 
iuventae? | sed venient, plenis venient conubia taedis; | Sic certe formaeque 
bonis animaeque meretur. | sive chelyn complexa quatit seu voce paterna | 
discendum Musis sonat et mea carmina flectit, | candida seu molli diducit 
bracchia motu, | ingenium probitas artemque modestia vincit.  
 
Now it is she [the daughter] that holds you [Statius’ wife], because alone in 
her widowed bed she passes a youth so fair in barren idleness? But marriage 
will come, yea, come with all its flambeaux – so surely her gifts of beauty 
and mind deserve, whether she clasps and shakes the chelys-lyre, or with 
voice to match her father’s makes music for Muses to learn and modulates 
my verses, or spreads white arms wide in supple motion. Her goodness is 
greater than her talent, her modesty than her skill.435  

 
Statius presents the girl as exemplary: skilled in music, playing the chelys-
lyre, as well as singing and dancing. She was also beautiful with pale white 
arms and with a graceful body, seen in her movements. Most important is 
her probitas (goodness) and modestia (modesty), indicating that she was, 
morally, an excellent girl. The latter two qualities were of higher value than 
her talents and skills in dance and music, which needed to be stronger.  

This is Statius’ description of the perfect young woman, more than ready 
to get married, since she is actually waisting her youth, without any potential 
husband seeing or hearing her. We can assume that she is more than twelve 
years old, probably approaching the age of twenty, which was the appropri-
ate time to get married according to Augustan laws.436 The girl’s age was of 
importance to Statius’ approach: he sees her final eligibility for getting mar-

                               
434 Caldwell 2015, 90-91.  
435 Stat. Silv. 3.5.60-67. Translation by Shackleton Bailey, modified (chelys-lyre, instead of 
lute).  
436 D. 23.2.4 (Pomponius) (see The Roman Law Library,  
http://droitromain.upmf-grenoble.fr/). 
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ried coming closer, implying that the stepdaughter must now find someone 
to marry.  

Interestingly, her biological father, previously married to her mother 
Claudia, was known for his good voice. We do not know anything about 
him, but it is hard to believe that he was a professional singer since in that 
case he could not have been married to Claudia, apparently a woman of 
Rome’s better families, due to the marriage legislation affecting the orders.437 
It is therefore likely that he practised his singing off-stage, perhaps to friends 
and in semi-professional contexts, or within a religious context.  

Another exemplary young girl is encountered in a letter of one of Statius’ 
comtemporaries, Pliny. He describes the daughter of a friend, Minicia Mar-
cella, who unfortunately died just before she was fourteen.438 Pliny com-
plained that she was too young to die, when she was just about to get mar-
ried; this is another example of an early marriage: 

 
Nondum annos xiiii impleverat, et iam illi anilis prudentia, matronalis gravi-
tas erat et tamen suavitas puellaris cum virginali verecundia. Ut illa patris 
cervicibus inhaerebat! ut nos amicos paternos et amanter et modeste com-
plectebatur! ut nutrices ut paedagogos, ut praeceptores, pro suo quemque of-
ficio diligebat! Quam studiose, quam intellegenter, lectitabat ut parce cus-
toditeque ludebat!  
 
She had not yet reached the age of fourteen, and yet she combined the wis-
dom of age and dignity of womanhood with the sweetness and modesty of 
youth and innocence. She would cling to her father’s neck, and embrace us, 
his friends, with modest affection; she loved her nurses, her attendants and 
her teachers, each one for the service given her; she applied herself intelli-
gently to her books and was moderate and restrained in her play.439 

 
The qualities of Minicia Marcella implied youthful sweetness and virgin 
modesty, but she was praised as well for her intelligence and her talent for 
studies, indicating that Pliny was open-minded towards girls’ education. Her 
virginity, connected to youth, is stressed. She is described as a puella, indi-
cating a girl in the bloom of youth. Also her discrete playfulness is stressed, 
all together giving the picture of a well-behaved girl. Music-making is not 
mentioned in the example, but it is likely that since she was given some edu-
cation this also included formal musical training. 

Education for girls, when they had any, presumably ended abruptly when 
they got married. This made young brides rather uneducated and unequal 

                               
437 For the law, see D. 23.2.44 pr. (Paulus) (see The Roman Law Library, 
http://droitromain.upmf-grenoble.fr/). 
438 Her age is doubtful: Her preserved tombstone has the inscription: D(is) M(anibus) | Mini-
ciae | Marcellae | Fundani f(iliae) | v(ixit) a(nnos) XII m(enses) XI d(ies) VII (CIL 6.16631), 
indicating thet she was 12 years old. Pliny says 13. 
439 Plin. Ep. 5.16.2-3. Translation by Radice. 
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compared to their often much older husbands.440 The story about Minicia 
Marcella, who died at the age of thirteen, is one example. According to Pliny 
she was legally ready for marriage. Her young biological age, hardly ready 
for childbirth, was not of importance.  

Pliny’s own wife Calpurnia is another example of an educated young 
woman.441 Pliny tells that she had a miscarriage (see Ep. 8.10), but whether 
that was due to her young age cannot be ascertained. In her we have another 
example of a wife being much younger that her husband, Calpurnia still in 
her mid-teens and Pliny probably in his forties.442 Since the formal education 
of girls from upper-class families ceased on marriage, Calpurnia must have 
learnt to play the cithara before that point and also achieved great skills, if 
we are to believe Pliny.443 The description of her playing and composing 
melodies to his verses does not indicate modest music-making, which would 
have been more suitable to her social status. Pliny appears rather open-
minded and tolerant for his time. 

Cornelia, the wife of Pompey, was more moderate in her playing. Several 
qualities of youth are mentioned in connection with her, such as being vir-
ginal – at least she was a virgin before she married her ex-husband Publius 
Crassus – and having youthful beauty. Plutarch mentions her education, 
knowing literature well, and being skilled in geometry, able to understand 
philosophical discourses and being able to play the lyra well. Her musical 
skill is stressed, here in terms of playing the lyra, a refined instrument when 
it came to both size and sound. Of importance, too, is that her knowledge did 
not turn her into a snob, meaning that her nature was not negatively affected 
by her education. Interestingly, Plutarch mentions at the end of the quotation 
that Cornelia’s husband was far too old for her. Pompey’s son would have 
been a better match, he comments.444 
 
Musical skill seems to walk hand in hand with youth and recently-married 
young women, as seen in the above examples. Horace’s Chia stands in great 
contrast to Lyce, with her youthful appeal and skills in psallere, an attractive 
combination that appealed to men. On the other hand, being devoted to 
dance, in particular Ionian dancing, was considered inappropriate for a 
young, married Roman woman. Whether because of being married, or the 
type of dance being improper, is hard to tell.  

                               
440 Hemelrijk 2004, 30. Cf. 4.4 for some notes on education. 
441 See Plin. Ep. 4.19. 
442 Suggested by Shelton 2013, 98. 
443 On ceased education for young women, see for example Hemelrijk 2004, 30.  
444 Plut. Pomp. 55.2. Plutarch actually writes, in the comparision of Lycurgus and Numa (Plut. 
Comp. Lyc. et Num. 4.1) that Spartan women got married when they were mature enough for 
it, i.e. mature enough for carrying and deliver babies, while the Roman girls were immature, 
which constituted a danger to their bodies. 
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A musical skill could however be useful in order to attract a future hus-
band, even if you needed to abandon your practice after a while. Statius em-
phasized the musical skills of his stepdaughter, who needed to get married 
soon in order not to waste her youth on leisure. The stepdaughter was de-
scribed in physical terms and praised for her young looks. Music-making 
and dance enhanced the picture of her as attractive.  

Two women appearing in Pliny, Minicia Marcella and his own wife Cal-
purnia, are both described as educated as well as young. Calpurnia’s musi-
cality is stressed to such an extent, not only to portray her as a good lady, but 
also to portrait her as a skilled musician. Cornelia, on the other hand, was 
skilled, but not more than necessary and her skill did not “affect” her nature 
in any bad way. 

5.3 Adult women and their ageing 
When it comes to music making among women of older ages, the attitudes 
displayed by the ancient sources are less positive. Horace was one of the 
writers who obviously had a negative view of old women musicians; we 
shall look again at the passage on Lyce and Chia, but this time focusing on 
Lyce.445 Quo fugit Venus? Horace asks. “Where has your (Lyce’s) sex appeal 
gone?”446 She has turned old without accepting it. She is still taking part in 
feasts, drinking and having fun without shame. When she is drunk she also 
sings, trying to appear attractive. She also wants to look pretty but without 
success, since Horace describes her face as wrinkled with discoloured 
teeth.447 Her singing does not arouse the intended effect. It is obiously not 
considered attractive, or suitable, for an older woman to sing, in strong con-
trast to the young and beautiful puella (Chia), skilled in psallere. 

Horace is quite clear in his advice towards older women – they should not 
make music. To Chloris, the wife of Ibycus, he gives the following advice: 

 
Maturo propior desine funeri | inter ludere virgines | et stellis nebulam 
spargere candidis […] te lanae prope nobilem | tonsae Luceriam, non citha-
rae decent | nec flos purpureus rosae | nec poti vetulam faece tenus cadi. 
 
As you are now quite close to a not untimely death, stop frisking among the 
unmarried girls and casting a cloud over the shining stars […] For you the 
right thing is wool shorn in the famous district of Luceria, not citharas or red 
rose blooms or jars drained to the dregs, you old crone. 448 

                               
445 Hor. Carm. 4.13.1-12.  
446 Hor. Carm. 4.13.17. Translation by Rudd. 
447 Hor. Carm. 4.13.9-12. 
448 Hor. Carm. 3.15.4-6; 13-16. Translation by Rudd, modified (citharas instead of lyres). The 
red roses, a common attribute during symposia, is also seen in connection with music in Prop. 
4.8.39-40. 
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Chloris is recommended, owing to her old age, to avoid ludere, i.e. taking 
part in the choral dance with the younger women, since her old age and ugli-
ness will not fit among the young and beautiful girls.449 Chloris should also 
avoid the cithara, indicating that such an instrument is for younger girls. 
That kind of skill is something a woman can display in order to get married, 
but not later in life. Chloris is a woman who is approaching the time of 
death, and an amorous life is therefore not suitable any more. No new mar-
riage awaits her. She is obviously considered too interested in men – more 
than is suitable – as indicated in lines 8-12: storming the houses of young 
men is more appropriate to her daughter than to herself, as well as to frolic 
like a wanton animal, excited like a bacchante by the sound of the drums.  

As an older woman, you were supposed to be married or a widow, ac-
cording to the social norms, and your days of revelling should be over. As an 
old matron Chloris was expected to take the married woman’s traditional 
role and concentrate on conventional womanly virtues. Chloris was better 
fitted for working with wool of the finer kind, with reference to Luceria, 
where very fine wool was produced. Working with wool was, as mentioned 
earlier, a decent and virtuous labour for women.450 Even courtesans and pros-
titutes were expected to accept that at an older age it was time to retire from 
their former life with dignity.451 Propertius supports this: an old woman was 
ugly and not sexually desirable anymore. As a courtesan or prostitute, you 
should be rejected by the time you are old.452 

In Roman literature caricatures of old women were not unique. Instead, 
they had a long tradition in, for instance, comedy, where older women are 
frequently portrayed as grotesque, with an improper devotion to alcohol and 
sex.453 Ovid, on the other hand, writes in his Ars amatoria that an older 
woman was a better sexual partner than a young and unexperienced one.454  

Horace also gives a slightly more nuanced picture when writing about 
Licymnia, possibly the wife of Maecenas, introduced in section 4.3.455 In 
spite of her mature age she took part in songs and dances in honour of Diana, 
goddess of fertility (among other things). In contrast to Chloris, Licymnia 
seems to have behaved as expected of a matron at a religious feast, dancing 
in a proper way (ferre pedem, trip (saltare)), without losing any grace.456 
Perhaps she was not of a very advanced age, or, due to her possible associa-
tion to Maecenas, Horace had to watch his step. 

                               
449 Ludere in the meaning of choral dance is suggested by Nisbet & Rudd (2004, 194). 
450 See Verg. Georg. 1.289-296; Tib. 2.1.62-66; Suet. Aug. 64. 
451 See Cokayne 2003, 137. 
452 Prop. 4.5.59-78.  
453 See Nisbet & Rudd 2004, 191.  
454 Ov. Ars am. 2.663-68. 
455 Hor. Carm. 2.12.13-20. 
456 Bennett & Rolfe 1961, 260. 



 119

Returning again to Sempronia (see also 3.1 and 4.5), we find that Sallust’s 
negative approach to her music-making and dancing could depend on several 
reasons other than merely her involvment in politics, love affairs and being 
to skilled at psallere.457 I would suggest that it also had to do with her age, 
for she was not a young woman. Speculations about her ancestry have been 
made. One suggestion is that she was the daughter of the politician Gaius 
Sempronius Gracchus (154–121 BC), brother of the reformer Tiberius 
Sempronius Gracchus. Sempronia would then, by the time of Catiline’s con-
spiracy (63 BC), be in her sixties. Sallust does not describe her as a young 
woman, but neither as old; more probably she was about the same age as 
Catiline, close to forty, which was rather old for a woman in Roman terms.458 
Being married to Junius Brutus Albinus, and having children, her extrovert 
music-making was unsuitable, as in the cases of Lyce and Chloris. It was 
now the time for working with wool and family-related business, rather than 
taking part in political life and showing off her talents like a prostitute.The 
situation was much about the same regarding Clodia (cf. 4.3).459 She had 
already been a widow, remarried and then been left by her second husband, 
Marcus Caelius Rufus. She was about the age when it was expected that she 
should stop taking part in feasts, musical events and concerts.  

I will now turn to another woman of very mature years, who broke the so-
cial codes of behaviour with her activities. She was Ummidia Quadratilla, 
grandmother of one of  Pliny’s friends, who had recently died at the age of 
79. According to Pliny, she died with a “sound constitution and sturdy phy-
sique, which are rare in a woman”, a rather positive description of an old 
woman’s body, in contrast to the description of Lyce: 
 

Ummidia Quadratilla paulo minus octogensimo aetatis anno decessit usque 
ad novissimam valetudinem viridis, atque etiam ultra matronalem modum 
compacto corpore et robusto.  
 
Ummidia Quadratilla is dead, having almost attained the age of seventy-nine 
and kept her powers unimpaired up to her last illness, along with a sound 
constitution and sturdy physique which are rare in a woman.460 

 
  

                               
457 Sall. Cat. 25. 
458 Ramsey (2007, 133) suggests this age for Sempronia, since that would better match Sal-
lust’s description of her, as well as his comments about Catiline’s female supporters described 
in 24.3.  
459 Cic. Cael. 15.11-14. 
460 Plin. Ep. 7.24.1. Translation by Radice. 
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But she was, while still alive, “exceedingly devoted to the pleasures of the 
town”, and:  

Habebat illa pantomimos fovebatque effusius, quam principi feminae conven-
it. 

She kept a troupe of pantomime actors whom she treated with an indulgence 
unsuitable in a lady of her high position.461  

 
The pantomime, a kind of performance that was filled with music and danc-
ing, was a morally dubious genre among the Romans, and certainly not for 
an older, respectable woman, belonging to the upper social stratum, to occu-
py herself with, as indicated in the quotation.462 The expression, principi 
feminae, is interesting and indicates that Quadratilla was a highly regarded 
woman. Possibly, the unsuitability lay both in her rank, which was far too 
high to be associated with actors, but also in her advanced age. According to 
Pliny she was too old and noble to witness such an “immoral” kind of play 
(the pantomime).463 Perhaps Pliny also bore the senatus consultum of Tiberi-
us in mind, preventing senators from associating with actors.464 

Pliny wrote that she exhibited the pantomime troupe (her freedmen) both 
at the theatre and at home, but her grandson was never present at the 
shows.465 One possible reason could be that he did not want his grandmother 
to be connected with the world of entertainment, so he “closed his eyes”, or 
Quadratilla did not allow him to be present in order to spare him the fact that 
she was watching these “immoralities”. Pliny himself thought it had to do 
with showing respect for the youthful Quadratus, as well as having to do 
with the affection she felt for him.466 Even if it was about 150 years earlier, 
this could be compared with Clodia, who openly attended concerts and mu-
sical gatherings without shame.  

Pliny points out that Quadratilla’s behaviour was considered unsuitable, 
but she does not seem to have cared about that. The impression we get of 
Quadratilla is that of a strong lady choosing her own path. Her high rank and 
old age made her untouchable, and gave her freedom to behave rather liber-
ally. Her advanced years also prevented any suspicions that she herself be-
haved immorally in erotic terms. She was neither forced by law, nor ex-
pected through convention to remarry or to produce more children.467 She 
constituted no “threat” to the social rules in that sense. Ummidia Quadratilla 

                               
461 Plin. Ep.7.24.4. Translation by Radice. 
462 Shelton 2013, 246. See also Tac. Ann. 1.77 for restrictions to senators’ association with 
pantomime actors. 
463 On Pliny’s negative attitudes towards the pantomime, see Plin. Pan. 46.4. 
464 For the senatus consultum, see Levick 1983. 
465 Plin. Ep.7.24.4. 
466 Plin. Ep. 7.24.5. 
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even built a new amphitheatre in Casinum.468 Her role as a patron, her old 
age and her position in society seem to have have protected her from repre-
hension in a general sense – apart from that of Pliny, by whom she was still 
regarded as unrespectable.  

In the same period as Pliny’s description of Quadratilla, Juvenal com-
plains about women of high rank (cf. 3.1 and 4.2) being so fond of their idols 
– musicians as well as actors – that they behave in the most improper and 
vulgar way. As ‘groupies’, they steal plectrums from their favourites to use 
as love objects, and they cheaply vaunt their own musical skills.469 The 
women in Juvenal’s description were married matronae, i.e. “older” women. 
It is hard to say if it would have been more acceptable if they were unmar-
ried, but the attitudes displayed in both Pliny and Juvenal are similar: the 
world of entertainment was not for older women of high rank. 

The examples presented above clearly show that older women were not 
expected to make music or associate themselves with musicians or actors. 
Music-making had a strong connection with attraction and seduction, and 
since the women in question had lost the ability to attract, they were better 
suited for textile-work.  

5.4 Concluding remarks 
This chapter has shown that age was an important factor that influenced atti-
tudes towards women’s music-making. This was because music was closely 
tied to attraction and beauty, and the ability to enhance the impression of 
youth.470 Consequently, music-making was a preferred activity for young 
women. The young women described in the passages above were generally 
unassuming, modest, virgins, innocent, soft, and morally impeccable, which 
means that they were virgins, or virgins at the time of their wedding. And, to 
add a little extra to their personalities they are also described as possessing 
musical skills.  

A young woman should be untouched, a virgin, before she got married. In 
order to assure that no sexual experimentation could take place before that, 
most fathers already sought to give their daughters in marriage in their early 
teens.471 Since music making at a young age was an attractive skill in the 
eyes of a prospective husband, this attribute qualified a girl for marriage, 
enhancing the youth of the future wife.472 But, as soon as a woman got mar-

                               
468 See CIL 10.5183 regarding her sponsoring of the amphitheatre (Ummidia C(ai) f(ilia) | 
Quadratilla | amphitheatrum et | templum Casinatibus | sua pecunia fecit). 
469 Juv. Sat. 6.60-81 and 6.379-684. 
470 See Hor. Carm. 4.13.1-8; Stat. Silv. 3.5.60-67; Plin. Ep. 4.19; Plut. Pomp. 55.1-2. 
471 Caldwell 2015, 45-78, on virginity and how the Romans wanted to protect it; Fantham et 
al. 1994, 289. 
472 As we saw in Stat. Silv. 3.5.60-67; Plin. Ep. 4.19; Plut. Pomp. 55.1-2. 
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ried, her music-making should not be displayed to any large extent any 
more.  

Augustus’ marriage legislations in a sense revoked the virgin-ideal mar-
riage. The emperor tried to force widowed or divorced women (and men) to 
remarry and produce more children, as we saw in the previous section.473 In a 
second marriage a woman was most certainly no longer a virgin. 

A young woman was probably easier for a man to dominate within the re-
lationship than an older woman with her own experience of life and built-up 
power base.474 Older women, like Sempronia (described as mulier, adult 
female) and Clodia, whom we met in the previous chapter, possessed 
strength and power that came with their marriages, their money, their mature 
age and with the status of being a mater familias with ability to influence. To 
marry such a woman at that point of her life was most certainly more chal-
lenging than to marry an inexperienced teenager. 

In old age, and as someone’s wife, there was no room for being flirtatious 
in public and music-making could be part of flirtation. A woman’s fertility 
and ability to produce new males for society was considered her most im-
portant task in patriarchal Rome.475 It was therefore presumably considered 
ridiculous if a woman who had even passed her age of fertility, acted in a 
sexually inviting way, as she could do by playing music.  

In ancient Rome certain skills that fitted younger women well were simp-
ly not valuable, or even permissible, when you got older. This loss may not 
have been so immense for a matron compared with a courtesan, since a ma-
tron was valued for giving birth and overseeing household work, rather than 
for being an expert lyre-player.476 For a courtesan, on the other hand, it must 
have been an enourmous loss since the possibility of making her living and 
gaining an income was gone when she had to stop playing. Social status was 
consequently of large importance in the question, and here also further com-
plicated by a woman’s age.  

In a study of old age in ancient Rome, Karen Cokayne argues that with it 
came a certain dignity, which implied that a woman should be proper and 
conservative in demeanour. The elderly were supposed to function as role 
models for the young.477 With age, too, followed the idea that sexual passions 
dulled, due to biological factors. We find this indication in several ancient 
Roman sources.478 Cicero wrote that if – in spite of old age – you lived a life 
of luxuria paired with sensual indulgence, this was scandalous.479  
                               
473 See also Kleiner and Matheson 2000, 7.  
474 See Shelton 2013, 115-119 on women and education, and the possibility men had to 
”mold” their young brides in order to meet their expectations and enhance the good reputation 
of the husband. 
475 Among many studies, see for examples Cokayne 2003, 134-135; Dixon 1988, 71.  
476 Cokayne 2003, 138. 
477 Cokayne 2003, 32. 
478 Cic. Sen. 12.39-40; Hor. Carm. 2.11.5-8; Juv 10.204-208; Prop. 4.5.59. 
479 Cic. Off. 1.34.123.  
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In the literary sources older women were portrayed as ugly with yellow 
teeth and wrinkles, as well as with physical deformities and unsuitable sexu-
al behaviour.480 Sexual interest, both for women and men, belonged to an 
earlier stage of life, otherwise it was looked upon as improper.481 But some 
women transgressed the social codes of behaviour and played music in spite 
of old age. Chloris, for example, was far too old to play the cithara but did 
not seem to care, neither did Lyce, Sempronia, Clodia or Quadratilla, who all 
chose their own path.  

Being a woman of considerable age, and at the same time high rank, 
could give a certain freedom, as for Ummidia Quadratilla.482 By then you 
were not judged in the same way as if you were a woman with lower status 
and advanced age, such as Lyce and Chloris.483 If you were young and of 
high rank, on the other hand, music-making could give status from a male 
point of view, and hence connect with male desire. There is a correlation 
between old age, ugliness, virtue and no music-making on the one hand, and 
on the other hand youth, beauty, virtue and music-making. A young woman 
could be virtuous and still play music, while an older woman could not.  

Age contributed to the attitudes towards women musicians and youth was 
always preferred. When a woman came of age, her musical skills should no 
longer be displayed. That we can read about older, sometimes also married, 
women who played music indicates, after all, that music-making was some-
thing women continued to do even after they got married, contradicting the 
expectations shown by the attitudes of ancient authors. 

                               
480 Hor. Carm. 3.15.4-6 and 13-16, 4.13.9-12, 8 and 12; Mart Ep. 3.93 and 10.90. 
481 Harlow & Laurence 2002, 129-130. 
482 Plin. Ep. 7.24. 
483 Hor. Carm. 3.15.4-6, 13-16 and 4.13.1-8. 
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6. BEING NON-ROMAN  

6.1 Introduction 
After having explored social status and age as key factors for attitudes to-
wards women’s music-making, a final determinant will be treated in this 
chapter: Roman-ness, i.e. being Roman or not.  

Professional women musicians in Rome were referred to as Greek, 
Gaditana (coming from Gades), Lydian and Syrian, to mention just a few. 
This would naturally mean that they were of non-Roman origin. Indeed, 
many of the women that could be hired for entertainment in the city of Rome 
may actually have had their origin in another part of the empire. But, as I 
intend to demonstrate, it is far from certain that all of them actually did.  
The object of this chapter is to explore if labelling music-making women as 
non-Roman could have been a way to differentiate the women artists from 
respectable Roman women, i.e. those who did not work as professional mu-
sicians.  

The first section (6.1) will look at definitions of what it meant to be Ro-
man, and give a brief overview of the origins of musicians in Rome. The 
second section (6.2) treats women musicians in Rome referred to as Greek, 
the third (6.3) those labelled as being from Gades (in Spain), the fourth (6.4) 
those of other non-Roman origins, and finally (6.5) concluding remarks. 
Music-making is not the only activity discussed here. A wider spectrum of 
entertainment such as dance, theatre and other cultural expressions has also 
been taken into account, in order to get a fuller picture. 

Defining the non-Roman 
The question what it really meant to be Roman has engaged scholars over 
the centuries.484 How did the Romans look upon other peoples in relation to 
themselves? Greg Woolf, professor of Ancient History, argues that being or, 
rather, becoming Roman was to take part in a cultural system constructed by 
differences that “both sustained and were a product of Roman power”.485  

Some Roman authors display a quite unfriendly attitude towards non-
Romans, showing that they thought of themselves as superior to other peo-

                               
484 See for example Balsdon 1979; Edwards & Woolf 2004; Gardner 1993; Gruen 1993; 
Hingley 2005; Isaac 2004; Noy 2000; Wallace-Hadrill 2004; Woolf 1998.  
485 Woolf 1998, 242. 
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ples.486 Actually, many Roman citizens, including those in the city of Rome, 
were of non-Roman origin, due to the cosmopolitan character of the city.487 
According to the Roman philosopher Favorinus of Arelate, living at the be-
ginning of the second century AD, it was not enough to be born Roman. You 
also needed to acquire a certain social standing through education, in a way 
creating an identity as Roman through hard work.488 Tacitus in his Agricola 
describes how the local elite of ancient Britain were introduced to what we 
would call Roman culture, which included education in liberal arts such as 
the Latin language and rhetoric, as well as how to dress up in the Roman 
toga, and to lead a Roman way of life with entertainment, baths and dinner 
parties.489  

To be Roman was also of legal significance since it meant that you were 
a citizen, a member of the populus Romanus. Roman-ness also served to 
form oppositions against other, generally foreign, peoples. One example 
comes from the work of Vitruvius, where the Roman-ness of Roman archi-
tecture is carefully delineated in opposition to Greek building.490  At the 
same time, Vitruvius was inspired by Greek architecture to a large extent. 
This ambivalence is also characteristic of the common attitudes towards 
music. 

Defining qualities for a Roman were codes of morality (mos/mores), and 
virtus (bravery, manliness). That the collapse of the Republic depended to a 
large extent on the corrupted mores among the upper classes was an idea that 
flourished during the Augustan period (see above section 2.2). Several an-
cient Roman authors claimed that the failing chastity of women experienced 
during the Late Republic was a symptom of disorder in society, as a result of 
foreign influences on Roman culture.491 Augustan legislation came as a reac-
tion to this, aiming not only at restoring women’s chastity but also, indirect-
ly, male virtus. Augustus wanted good wives and strong, virile husbands 
who “policed their womenfolk”.492 Roman identity was also strongly con-
nected to the city of Rome itself.493  I therefore take my point of departure 
from the texts by authors who worked and lived in the urbs.  

Roman-ness (romanitas) was defined by several factors, such as hard 
work, getting yourself an education according to Roman standard, citizen-
                               
486 Balsdon 1979, 1. For example in Virg. Georg. 2.136-76; Prop. 3.22.17-42. 
487 Hall (2000, 32), treating ethnicity from a Greek perspective, suggests that one of the crite-
ria for being an ethnic group is a social rather than a biological phenomenon. Taylor proposed 
that most of the Roman inhabitants had “the blood of the slaves in their veins” (Taylor 1961, 
132), a discussion that Saller later on muted, since it was neither a correct nor an interesting 
way to discuss the question of ethnicity (Saller 2001, 108). 
488 Wallace-Hadrill compares attitudes to Roman-ness in Favorinus and Ennius (2008, 5-6). 
489 Tac. Agr. 21, in Wallace-Hadrill 2008, 35. 
490 Vitr. De arch. 6.7. See also Wallace-Hadrill (2008, 208) for comments on Vitruvius, and 
Woolf (2012, 219-222) on the discussion about who the Romans actually were?  
491 Spawforth 2012, 4-5. 
492 Spawforth 2012, 10. 
493 Wallace-Hadrill 2008, 259. 
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ship, and a physical connection to the city of Rome. It was also of contribu-
tory importance to define yourself as a Roman as opposed to non-Roman, 
i.e. other people, following Roman ideals and manners.  

In this study, the plain definition of Romanitas is perhaps the most im-
portant, but also the importance of the right education, performing in the 
right manner and ideals are significant. 

Musicians and their origins 
Many of the professional musicians and actors in Rome belonged to compa-
nies or travelling troupes. Several of these were slaves without any choice on 
deciding whether they should stay in the troupe or not.494 Working within a 
troupe also implied an insecure lifestyle. For instance, expulsions of actors 
took place and were a constant threat. Tiberius banished the histriones, the 
actors, since they were the cause of a dissension at the theatre, and Nero 
expelled the pantomime actors from Italy to keep order and to protect public 
morality, although they were soon able to return.495 It has been suggested that 
the common feature of these expulsions was that the target (the actors), were 
perceived as foreign elements, i.e. non-Roman.496 Arguably the moral con-
cerns (as discussed above, in 4.1) were also a contributing factor. 

Artists came to Rome with different backgrounds and purposes. Some of 
them just to work, others to try to become famous and others again as slaves 
with little choice. Epigraphic sources give examples of women musicians 
with other origins than Roman, such as the young Phoebe Emboliana, an 
emboliaria (interlude performer) from Vocontia in Gaul who was “skilled in 
the art of everything”,497 and Ecloga, who passed away at the age of eighteen 
and was a mime actor of King Juba of Numidia. She probably came to Rome 
with him as part of his entourage.498  

In Rome, there were some collegia – i.e. legal entities – associated more 
or less closely with musicians, the theatre and with public celebrations of 
various kinds, where a foreign character might be inferred. Inscriptions pre-
senting name-lists of associates, for example in the Collegium Symphoni-
acorum, confirm the existence of non-Roman names among its members, in 
this particular case Greek or Oriental.499 During the reign of Augustus this 
collegium came into possession of a part of the columbarium (Vigna Codini), 
belonging to the freedmen and servants of Augustus’ wife Livia, Marcella 
Senior, Marcella Junior and Sextus Pompeius. The Collegium Symphoni-
acorum was organized according to the Lex Iulia de Collegiis and sanctioned 

                               
494 Noy 2000, 118. 
495 Suet. Tib. 37; Suet. Ner. 16; Tac. Ann. 4.14 and 13.25; Dio. 57.21.3. 
496 Noy 2000, 56. 
497 CIL 6.10127. Eventually she died at the young age of twelve (see also Fig 14). 
498 CIL 6.10110. See also Noy 2000, 118. Juba was brought to Rome by Caesar and raised 
there. 
499 CIL 6.2193 and CIL 6.3696. 
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by the senate, who granted its members a licence to perform at public reli-
gious ceremonies and spectacles.500  

The even older Collegium Tibicinum Romanorum, was an association for 
the tibiae-players, instituted during the reign of King Numa Pompilius,501 and 
there were also collegia for Greek actors and athletes (Collegia artificum 
Dionysiacorum). The latter were open to companies consisting of Greek 
dramatic artists, including poets, actors and musicians. Furthermore, the 
Synodus magna psaltum seems to have included Syrians, and the Sociae 
mimae consisted of Greeks and Syrians.502  

According to a dated but important study by late professor of Church His-
tory, Giorgio La Piana, we cannot be sure that the names were not taken 
from, for example, famous predecessors within the profession.503 Also, the 
names listed could go back to family ancestors or simply be taken better to 
suit the purpose of fitting into a certain group of performers. For an Italian 
slave musician, a suitable name may have been needed, both in order to be-
long to a certain context and also appear to have a certain status. It has also 
been suggested that the presumed non-Roman artists were not necessarily of 
foreign origin, but performed in such a style that they could be referred to 
and recognized as non-Roman.504 This will be further explored in this chap-
ter.  

6.2 Greek influences and Roman ambivalence 
One of the most obvious examples of Roman ambivalence towards non-
Roman music-making and cultutral expression was their attitude towards the 
Greeks. “There was not just one attitude towards the Greeks; there were 
many of them, just as there were several kinds of Greeks”.505 Greeks seem to 
have been sorted into the categories of good and bad ones. The good Greeks 
were the brave men of earlier periods. The bad Greeks, to which contempo-
rary Greeks seem to have belonged, were often referred to as effeminate (cf. 
2.2). The Romans needed to find a way to handle this since they were obvi-
ously to a large extent influenced by Greek culture but had no wish to be 
associated with effeminacy at all.506  

                               
500 See La Piana 1927, 266; Vendries 2004, 412; Scoditti 2009, 23. 
501 See for example CIL 6.3877 and Plut. Num. 17.3 See also La Piana 1927, 266; Vendries 
2004, 412.  
502 For the Synhodus magna psaltum, see CIL 6.33968; Scoditti 2009, 22. For the Sociae 
mimae see CIL 6.10109; La Piana 1927, 266-267.  
503 La Piana 1927, 266. Also Péché & Vendries (2001, 95-97) discusses those foreign names 
as taken in order to gain higher status and recognition. 
504 Scoditti 2009, 29. 
505 Isaac 2004, 405. 
506 Spawforth 2012, 2-3. 
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There were several things that the Greeks did wrong. According to a 
number of Roman sources they were not good fighters, they were playboys, 
and their character – soft and unscrupulous – was in sharp contrast to Roman 
gravitas, sturdiness. From this followed the idea that Greek influence was 
corrupting – it taught men to strip naked at the baths for example. The baths, 
the palaestra, physical exercises and public games were the first demoraliz-
ing exports, followed by oratory, poetry reading and music.507 The gymnasi-
um was the place where paideia, an important part of Greek self-definition, 
came to its fullest expression. Here not only athletic talents but also intellec-
tual and cultural skills were taught and drilled.508 Also the “infiltration” of 
Greek art, as certain sources present it, implied a compromise in Roman 
traditional values, since art brought with it ideas about luxury and softness.509 

To begin with, Greeks (very generally spoken) seem to have looked upon 
music and dance somewhat differently from the Romans, and a musician’s 
status might have been higher in ancient Greece than in Rome. In his text 
about the Theban general and statesman Epaminondas, the Roman biog-
rapher Cornelius Nepos (c. 100 – 24 BC) wrote the following concerning 
moral aspects on music making: 
 

De hoc priusquam scribimus, haec praecipienda videntur lectoribus, ne al-
ienos mores ad suos referant, neve ea quae ipsis leviora sunt pari modo apud 
ceteros fuisse arbitrentur. Scimus enim musicen nostris moribus abesse a 
principis persona, saltare vero etiam in vitiis poni; quae omnia apud Grae-
cos et grata et laude digna ducuntur. 
 
Before writing about this man, I think I ought to warn my readers not to 
judge the customs of other nations by their own, and not to consider conduct 
which in their opinion is undignified as so regarded by other peoples. We 
know for example that according to our ideas music is unsuited to a person-
age of importance, while dancing is even numbered among the vices; but 
with the Greeks all such accomplishments were regarded as becoming and 
even praiseworthy.510  

 
Nepos then writes about how Epaminondas himself had been taught to play 
the cithara and to sing to accompaniment by the Middle Comedy poet Dio-
nysios, a protector of the old style of music.511 In the world of music Dionys-
ios was comparable to the pioneering Athenian musicologist Damon, and the 

                               
507 Discussed by Balsdon 1979, 31-34. Se for example Tac. Hist. 3.47; Cic. Flac. 4.10-14, 
29.71; Mart. Spect. 1.3 and 3; Juv. Sat. 3.58-60 and 68-71; Plut. Cat. Mai. 20.6 about bathing 
together. 
508 Wallace-Hadrill 2008, 187. 
509 Gruen 1993, 84. See also Wallace-Hadrill 2008; Zanker 1988. 
510 Nep. Epam. 1.1-3. Translation by Rolfe. 
511 Dionysios was regarded by Aristoxenus as a practitioner of the old style of music, together 
with Pindar, Lamprus and Pratinas (OCD 2003, s.v. Dionysios (13) of Sinope). 
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distinguished teacher of music, Lamprus.512 He had moreover been taught 
how to play the tibiae by the skilled musician Olympiodorus and to dance by 
Calliphron.513 In a Greek context playing music and dancing were accepted 
activities, as long as it concerned the performance of a man of high rank who 
did this in an appropriate way, like Epaminondas (an amateur trained by 
masters). In Rome, on the other hand, high status demanded different behav-
iour – the more prominent a person, the more self-control was required. Mu-
sical expression could not be part of such behaviour.514  

Another instance where Roman “decline and immorality” is due to the 
impact of Greek culture comes from one of Horace’s Odes: a young Roman 
woman occupying herself with Ionian dancing (see 5.1):  

Motus doceri gaudet Ionicos | matura virgo et fingitur artibus | iam nunc et 
incestos amores | de tenero meditatur ungui; 

The girl who has just reached puberty enjoys taking lessons in Ionian danc-
ing, and is trained in the arts that go with it; even at this stage she contem-
plates illicit love affairs with total absorption.515  

 
Horace lets us know that Ionian dancing was popular, and something this 
young woman, and perhaps also others, was pleased to learn. Horace also 
hints at the immoralities associated with Ionian dances. This is confirmed by 
Athenaeus, who describes the Ionian dances accompanied by auloi as lasciv-
ious.516 One may conjecture from the moralizing tone in Horace that this kind 
of dancing was a step over the line for a respectable girl, although it would 
have been a necessary part of the work of a prostitute or an entertainer. The 
context, however, makes it probable that the Ionian dance was also popular 
among respectable young women, and that it was something that girls want-
ed to learn if they had the chance, never mind the traditionalists’ views.  

Earlier in this study, I have presented examples of women who had a 
Greek cultural education, such as Sempronia and Cornelia. They possessed 
skills in music-making and dancing (Sempronia) and they were taught lan-
guages and philosophy (Cornelia).517 It is obvious from these examples that 
authors with traditional moral values (here Sallust and Cicero) looked upon 
Greek cultural expresson with a certain scepticism, just like Horace’s atti-
tude towards the Ionian dance. 

                               
512 It was said that Damon invented the “relaxed Lydian” attunement. His ideas about the 
ethical effects of various rhythms are reflected within Plato (OCD 2003, s.v. Damon (2)). The 
description of Lamprus comes from Plato. Sometimes he has been identified as the composer 
Lamprocles (Barker 1989a, 238).  
513 Regarding Olympiodorus and Calliphron we have no further information, except that they 
were skilled musicians and teachers of Epaminondas. 
514 Hagelin discusses further the persona, the public role of a person (Hagelin 2010, 143). 
515 Hor. Carm. 3.6.21-24. Translation by Rudd.  
516 Ath. 14.629e (in Scoditti 2009, 47). 
517 Sall. Cat. 25.1-3; Plut. Pomp. 55.1-2.  
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Later on Horace claims that the girl in question, who was married despite 
just having reached puberty, may in the end, due to her behavior, have run 
away and followed some salesman, or the captain of a Spanish ship.518 The 
fact that Horace presents a woman, who in spite of her young age and mar-
ried status occupies herself with Greek dances, could be taken as an example 
of the demoralizing impact Greece had on Rome in the eyes of traditional-
ists. It can also be seen as a way to demonstrate the importance of staying 
away from non-Roman activities.  

For a prostitute, on the other hand, it would have been useful to imitate, or 
to perform in, a Greek style. Lyde, the prostitute who was called upon to 
entertain at one of Horace’s parties was referred to as a Laconian maid, hav-
ing her hair arranged in a Spartan style.519 Also the crotalistria, hired by 
Propertius to entertain at his private meeting with two prostitutes, had a 
Greek name, Phyllis, as well as Chia, the girl from Chios, accomplished at 
psallere.520  

In the traditionalist opinion it was better to stick to Roman music. In Pe-
tronius, the freedman Trimalchio argues: 

 
Nam et comoedos “inquit” emeram, sed malui illos Atellaniam facere et cho-
raulen meum iussi Latine cantare. 
 
I once bought a Greek comedy company, but I preferred them to do Atellane 
plays, and I told my tibiae-player to have Latin songs.521 

 
Here, Trimalchio wanted the tibiae-player, who was also the leader of the 
choros (choraules: the leader of the choros with tibiae), to play in Latin, 
whatever the exact meaning.522 Possibly nothing but Petronius’ absurdities. 
Atellana was an early form of Italian rude farce of high popularity, named 
from its origin in Atella in Campania.523 For a freed man, such as Trimalchio, 
it was certainly important to stress the connection to Roman culture, and a 
Greek company was not good enough if seen from that aspect. But it could 
also mean that Petronius was making fun of Trimalchio instead, because of 
his inability, lacking education, to appreciate Greek music. The Roman am-
bivalence towards Greek culture makes it hard to establish the exact purpose 
of Petronius text. 

A parallel could be made with Chrysogonus, one of Lucius Cornelius Sul-
la’s freedmen. He lived in a pretentious house on the Palatine, surrounded 
with luxury items, including singers and musicians, who, according to Cice-

                               
518 Hor. Carm. 3.6.21 and 29-32.  
519 Hor. Carm. 2.11.21-24. 
520 Prop. 4.8.39-40; Hor. Carm. 4.13.1-12. 
521 Petr. Sat. 53.13.Translation by Rouse, modified (tibiae-player instead of flute-player). 
522 Sedgwick 1925, 112. 
523 Sage & Gilleland 1969, 172; Smith 1975, 146. 
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ro, spread a terrible noise in the neighborhood.524 There was simply too much 
ostentation, in a way that did not match the way of living expected of a Ro-
man with regard to modesty and self-control. 

The Greek tongue also generated similar comments. Martial in one of his 
epigrams presents a respectable Roman woman who acts like a Greek prosti-
tute owing to her way of speech:  

 
Scire cupis quo casta modo matrona loquaris? | numquid, quae crisat, blan-
dior esse potest? | tu licet ediscas totam referasque Corinthon, | non tamen 
omnino, Laelia, Lais eris.  
 
Do you wish to know how you talk, you, a respectable married woman? 
Could a waggle-bottom be more blandishing? You may learn all Corinth by 
heart and reproduce it, but, Laelia, you will not be altogether Lais.525  

 
This passage does not mention music but is an example of how women were 
morally “punished” for acting according to the Greek education they were 
given, just like the Ionian dancing. Here, not only the Greek tongue is criti-
cized, but also the body movements, i.e. her flattering bottom, which in Mar-
tial’s eyes made her act like a prostitute. The woman is compared with the 
famous hetaira Lais of Corinth – a city well-known for its prostitution.526 
Greek was even claimed by Juvenal to be a ‘language of the bed chamber’, 
not to be spoken in public.527 

Knowledge of the Greek language obviously belonged to the Greek edu-
cated ideal, the paideia, which implied a good knowledge in grammar (lan-
guage and literature), rhetoric, dialectic, geometry, arithmetic, astronomy 
and musical theory, all quite harmless in their own right.528 But education 
was an expression of Greek culture, as was also the culture of symposia, 
with female entertainers and prostitutes. Greek education could certainly be 
appreciated, but it depended a lot on the author’s own lifestyle and moral 
values.529  

Andrew Wallace-Hadrill, in a discussion of Roman opposition to the 
Greek language, argues that it was considered a threat in times when Roman 
self-definition was very important, and that the status of the Latin language 
                               
524 Cic. Rosc. Am. 133-135.  
525 Mart. 10.68. Translation by Shackleton Bailey. The last sentence refers to her talking like a 
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brary, “Laelia” and “Lais” (www.ancientlibrary.com)). 
526 See for example Strabo 8.6.20; 7.3.36. See also Dalby 2000, 125. Cf. Mart. 10.68. 
527 Juv. 6, 194-195. 
528 Hemelrijk 2004, 19. 
529 An example on a proper Greek education is found in Tac. Agr. 4.2. Agricola passed his 
boyhood “in the pursuit of all liberal accomplishments” and was taught in philosophy to such 
a level that it was “more than is permitted to a Roman and a senator” (translation by Hutton). 
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was a vital part of that.530 The rather small and homogeneous elite was there-
fore eager to hold on to the Latin language, even if there was no clear policy 
of Latinisation among the Romans.531 Cicero mentions how both Rome and 
Athens had received a “flood of people from diverse origins whose language 
is polluted”.532 Cato the elder criticized Romans writing in Greek, implying 
that Rome would lose its empire “when she had become infected by Greek 
letters”.533 Both these statements may be seen as expressions of defence 
mechanisms, used when feeling the threat from another culture.534 On the 
other hand, the Greek language was also regarded as the language of the 
learned and thereby both used and admired in Rome.535  

Juvenal frequently attacked the Greeks in his satires, portraying them as 
parasites, immigrants trying to take over Rome.536  He also attacked women 
who tried to be like Greek women, with regard both to language and looks, 
since they, as he said, did not believe in their own beauty.537 Important to 
note is that satire as a genre had the purpose of exaggerating and provoking 
both laughter and anger. The genre is therefore a great source for how an-
cient contemporary readers’ contemplated their social environment, even if 
the text itself did not reflect the “truth”.538 To speak Greek could, according 
to Juvenal, be pardoned if associated with a girl, but: 

[…] tune etiam, quam sextus et octogensimus annus | pulsat, adhuc Graece? 
Non est hic sermo pudicus | in vetula. 

[…] Do you still use Greek, when your eighty-six year is knocking on the 
door? That tongue is not decent in an old woman’s mouth.539  

 
At the same time as Greek music and other cultural manifestations were 
despised, they were also highly esteemed.  

  

                               
530 Wallace-Hadrill 2008, 59. 
531 Wallace-Hadrill 2008, 82 and 257. 
532 Cic. Brut. 258, in Wallace-Hadrill 2008, 257. 
533 In Plut. Cat. Ma. 23.2. Translation by Perrin. 
534 Isaac 2004, 387. 
535 Isaac 2004, 405. See, for example, Quint. Inst. 1.5.58; Suet. Claud. 42.  
536 Isaac 2004, 396. 
537 Juv. 6, 184-187. 
538 Isaac 2004, 42. 
539 Juv. 6.192-194. Translation by Braund. Latin writers used many Greek loanwords when 
writing about sexual matters, as a way of not casting a slur on the Roman language. For a 
further discussion see Dalby 2000, 124. 
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6.3 The dancing Gades-girls 
Another foreign element in the world of making music was the women 
dancers and musicians from the city of Gades (Cadiz) in present day Spain. 
In the Roman world Gades was not only famous for its port, but also for its 
dancing and music-making women. The city of Gades was originally a 
Phoenician foundation, and therefore influenced by Punic culture. Interest-
ingly, Phoenician Syria was also famous for the extravagant dancing of its 
dancing girls, and the harp-type nablium was said to be a Phoenician inven-
tion.540 

Rome had a large and well-known population of people from Gades, alt-
hough not all of them were dancers of course. They are said to have been so 
numerous that they even had a row at the amphitheater reserved for them. 
Several authors refer to the dancing girls from Gades.541 It is uncertain 
whether they were organized in any special way, although we can read in 
Martial about the de Gadibus improbus magister, a shameful pimp, who kept 
a troupe of Gades-women in Rome.542  

There has been discussion as to whether the Gades-women were slaves or 
not. Some sources point in that direction. Martial, for instance, tells us about 
the slave girl Theletusa (see further below), known for her skills in dancing 
the Gades-dance.543 Further, a Roman inscription refers to a woman, 
Carpime, who was probably the slave of a freed man.544 The inscription hints 
at Gades being her place of origin but we do not know for sure. Also, there is 
no indication that she would have been a dancer. The exact social position of 
Carpime consequently cannot be determined. 

The character of the Gades-dance 
What was it then that made the Gades dance so special, that on one hand it 
was seen as immoral, but on the other it was obviously considered tempting 
and popular, given the frequent references it?545 Martial in an “invitation 
poem,” where a certain Toranius was invited to a dinner, declares what kind 
of entertainment he prefers during such an event, and this did not primarily 
include dancing girls from Gades:546   

                               
540 Fear 1996, 179. See the first lines in Ps. Verg. Copa about a Syrian dancer and barmaid. 
For further notes on Gades, se also Wille 1969, 200. For the nablium, see Ath. 4.175c 
541 In Noy 2000, 117. CIL 6.32098.  
542 Mart. 1.41.12 and 6.71.  
543 Mart. 6.71.1-2. Theletusa is also mentioned in Corpus Priapeiorum 19 and 40, in the 
former as a dancing girl, in the latter just as a prostitute (see Parker 1988).  
544 CIL 6.9013. See also Noy 2000, 209.  
545 The dancing girls of Cadiz (Gades) have been discussed by A.T. Fear in an article compar-
ing the dance with the present day belly-dancers of the Middle East (Fear 1996). 
546 “Invitation poems” are described as a minor category of Hellenistic epigrams, where it was 
important that the meal appeared simple (Howell 1995, 157).Toranius is adressed in the Pref-
ace to book 9 as frater carissime, “dearest brother”, but is not more known than this (Howell 
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Nec crassum dominus leget volumen, | nec de Gadibus improbis puellae | vi-
brabunt sine fine prurientes | lascivos docili tremore lumbos; | sed quod non 
grave sit nec infacetum, | parvi tibia Condyli sonabit. | Haec est cenula. 
Claudiam sequeris. | quam nobis cupis esse tu priorem? 

Nor yet shall the host read a thick volume or girls from wanton Gades, end-
lessly prurient, vibrate lascivious loins with practiced tremor. But the tibia of 
little Condylus will play something light and witty. Such is my little dinner. 
You will sit below Claudia. Whom would you like to sit above me?547  

 
The text gives us a good deal of information on several levels. We are pre-
sented with Martial’s opinion on the girls from Gades, hinting at their bad 
reputation: they were de Gadibus improbis puellae, “girls from wanton 
Gades”. They teased people who watched them with their seductive dancing. 
A commentary on the text even suggests an explicitly erotic reading: the 
expression sine fine (finis = climax) – by Shackleton Bailey translated as 
“endlessly” – could in this context indicate that the Gades girls made the 
guests sexually frustrated with their tempting dancing.548  

Another aspect to be considered in the quotation is that Martial seemingly 
preferred to listen to Condylus (mentioned also in 9.92), who was probably a 
slave musician who played the tibia to the audience, instead of attending an 
immoral performance by the women from Gades (cf. Petr. Sat. 53.).549 We 
know that lyrae and tibiae were the instruments traditionally preferred by the 
old Romans for the accompaniment at dinner parties, so with regard to that 
aspect the tibia-playing (a single pipe in this case) suits well and is a hint 
back to old Roman traditions.550 It is probable that Martial simply wanted to 
create a contrast to the dancing girls.  

Martial in this way achieved a contrasting effect between various enter-
tainment genres. The over-exciting Gades-girls and the tranquil and seem-
ingly-dull reading of books represent two extremes. Toranius did not have to 
fear being exposed to any of them. The initial sentence: “Nor yet shall the 
host read a thick volume” (Nec crassum dominus leget volume) implies that 
Toranius would not have to fear that the host would start reading to him. In 
fact, this was not an uncommon topos of Martial’s, as well as of other au-
thors.551 In for instance, 3.45 and 3.50, Martial mocks a man whose only 

                                                                                                                             
1995, 158). See also Plin. Ep. 1.15.2-3 for another example of an invitation poem, as well as 
Plin. Ep. 3.12. 
547 Mart. 5.78.25-32. Translation by Shackleton Bailey, modified (tibia instead of flute). 
Shackleton Bailey also suggests that “Whom would you like to sit above me” could mean 
“what girl would you like to invite?”  
548 Howell 1995, 161. 
549 Howell 1995, 161. The tibia-player’s name, Condylus, is Greek and means “knuckle” 
which was rarely used as a name, but could perhaps work for a tibia-player, according to 
Howell. According to Wulstan, Condylus rather means “ars whistler” (Wulstan 2007, 248, 
note 52). 
550 Quint. 1.10.20-26. See also 2.1 for the introduction of these instruments by king Numa. 
551 See, for example, Plin. Ep. 1.15.2; 3.1.9; Juv. 11.180-182.  
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purpose for giving dinners was to gain an opportunity to read his own dread-
ful poems.552  

That Martial in this poem prefers a tibia-player to the reading of books 
and the Gades dancers may seem contradictory, since he elsewhere holds 
another opinion regarding pipe-playing: 

 
quod optimum sit quaeritis convivium? | in quo choraules non erit. 
 
Do you want to know what is the best sort of dinner party? One that 
doesn’t have a tibiae-player. 553 
 

Martial here, in the form of a riddle, defines the best dinner-parties as those 
where no choraules – i.e. one who accompanies the choros on the tibiae – 
was present. In this case it is important to note that choraules needs also a 
choros, which makes a difference from a solo tibiae-player.554  

The performances given by the Gades-girls, on the other hand, was any-
thing but dull, and certainly of the erotic kind. Martial gives the following 
vivid description of a Gades dancer: 
 

Tam tremulum crisat, tam blandum prurit, ut ipsum | masturbatorem fecerit 
Hippolytum. 

 
Her waggles are so tremulous, her itch so seductive that she would make a 
masturbator out of Hippolytus himself.555   

 
This text is informative about the nature of the dance. Criso is the term nor-
mally used used for the female motion during intercourse, according to mod-
ern commentary, and here this kind of movement is imitated in the dance.556 
The use of Hippolytos  as a topos – being a symbol of chastity – was a way 
to show how powerful and tempting the dance of the Gades girls could be, to 
make even him excited.557 

Martial also describes the acting of Theletusa in the same way. She was a 
dancing girl, who first came to her master as a slave, but was later on sold. 
Her former master, however, bought her back so that she could act as mis-

                               
552 Mart. 3.45 and 50. See also 7.51.13. 
553 Mart. 9.77.5-6. Translation by Shackleton Bailey, modified (tibiae instead of flute) 
554 A commentary suggests that it in this case could be just a question of envy, since the cho-
raules could be rather well-payed, compared to for example a writer (Henriksén 1999, 101). It 
could also be a simple joke, a reference to Plato who did not accept the aulos in his state, due 
to its many tones and orgiastic sound (Pl. Resp. 3.399. See also Comotti 1989, 70). Another 
suggestion would be that tibiae-playing without choros was more quiet, making it easier to 
talk to eachother during the dinner, than a group of musicians comprising tibiae, singing and 
dancing. 
555 Mart. 14.203. Translation by Shackleton Bailey. 
556 Leary 1996, 271. 
557 See OCD 2003, s.v. Hippolytus (1). 
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tress of his house (vendidit ancillam, nunc redimit dominam). Theletusa was 
described as:558 
 

Edere lascivos ad Baetica crusmata gestus | et Gaditanis ludere docta modis, 
[….]  
 
Skilled to match wanton gestures to Baetic airs and dance to the measures of 
Gades […]559 

 
She was accomplished at moving her body erotically to the typical Gades 
tunes in accordance with the characteristic dancing style. She was possibly 
so skilled that her former master regretted selling her and bought her back.  

Statius describes a performance by the girls from Gades during one of the 
emperor’s banquets when celebrating the Saturnalia:  
 

Hic intrant faciles emi puellae, | hic agnoscitur omne, quod theatris | aut 
forma placet aut probatur arte. | hoc plaudunt grege Lydiae tumentes, | illic 
cymbala tinnulaeque Gades, | illic agmina confremunt Syrorum, | hic plebs 
scenica quique comminutis | permutant vitreis gregale sulpur. 

Here enter girls easily bought; here is recognized whatever pleases the theatre 
with comeliness or wins approval with skill. In one group Lydian ladies clap, 
elsewhere are cymbals and jingling Gades, elsewhere again troops of Syrians 
make din. Here is the mob of the stage and vendors of common sulphur for 
broken glass.560  

 
Statius mentions artists of different origins. There are women from Lydia 
who clap, perhaps on castanets, it is the jingling Gades group with their 
cymbala as well as the Syrian troop making noises. All are of other origin 
than Roman.  

It has been suggested that the performance described by Statius took 
place during Domitian’s reign, since Suetonius refers to a similar banquet in 
the Life of Domitian.561 Suetonius also informs us about the games  put on by 
Domitian in honor of Jupiter Capitolinus that included competitions in mu-
sic, riding and gymnastics (see also above, 2.1). Even girls could take part in 
the contests, at least within the area of gymnastics (running).562 The games, 
first introduced in 86 AD, attracted high-status musicians to Rome and it is 
likely that at least some of them stayed in the city.563 

                               
558 Mart. 6.71.6. Fear discusses the social status of the dancing girls (Fear 1996, 177).  
559 Mart. 6.71.1-2. Translation by Shackleton Bailey. 
560 Stat. Silv. 1.6.67-74. Translation by Shackleton Bailey. “Vendors of common sulphur for 
broken glass”, is problematic according to S-B. Possibly, it means something like scrap deal-
er, or people who barter. 
561 Suggested by Shackleton Bailey. Suet. Domit. 4. 
562 Suet. Domit. 4.6. 
563 Noy 2000, 120. 
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It is more likely that Statius used a convention to associate artists in con-
nection with non-Roman labels as a topos. Ethnic references could be a way 
of labelling a type of music or dance, such as the Swedish traditional dance 
polska, originating in Poland, or the schottishe, obviously from Scotland. It 
could also be a question of names taken by artists in order to be better paid 
or to gain a certain reputation. I would suggest it is more likely that the 
Gades-dance most likely featured a characteristic choreography, making it 
recognizable among other types of dances, and that anyone, not just women 
originating in Gades, could learn it and perform it. 

Pliny also mentions Gades-dancers in one of his letters. Just as in  Martial 
it is in connection with dinner entertainment. Pliny writes to a friend, Sep-
ticius Clarus, a young equestrian destined to become praetorian prefect under 
Hadrian, whom he had invited to a dinner at home. Clarus eventually did not 
appear, and Pliny was disappointed: 564    

Audisses comoedos vel lectorem vel lyristen vel, quae mea liberalitas, omnes. 
At tu apud nescio quem ostrea, vulvas, echinos, Gaditanas maluisti. Dabis 
poenas, non dico quas. 

You would have heard a comic play, a reader or lyra-player, or all three if I 
felt generous. Instead you chose to go where you could have oysters, sow’s 
innards, sea-urchins, and Spanish dancing-girls. You will suffer for this – I 
won’t say how.565  

 
Pliny told Clarus what delightful entertainment he missed by not showing 
up: a comic play, a reader or a lyra-player, and compares it to the Gades-
dancers, gaditanae, and other rather ostentatious things. This also goes for 
the food, which Clarus might have been offered at the other place. From the 
elder Pliny we know of the vulgar connotations associated to vulvae (uter-
us/womb or vulva), and its connection to luxuria.566 Pliny here obviously 
contrasts the vulgar luxury food and the Spanish dancers offered at the din-
ner given by the rival to the more humble food (snails, eggs, wheat cake with 
honeyed wine and snow, olives, onions, beetroot, gourds, etc.), simple ele-
gance and more serious kind of entertainment at his own feast.567 That the 
Gades dancers are mentioned along with the food gives the appearance that 
they were also to be consumed in a more erotic way.568 

The “scandalous” and erotic shows of the Gades dancers are also de-
scribed by Juvenal: 

                               
564 Gowers 1993, 272. 
565 Plin. Ep. 1.15.2-3. Translation by Radice, modified (lyra-player instead of singer). 
566 Plin. HN. 8.209-210. In Wallace-Hadrill 2008, 330.  
567 Gowers (1993, 272) label the letter as an “invitation poem”, as well as Plin. 3.12 and Mart. 
5.78.25-32. 
568 Gowers 1993, 276-277. It has also been suggested that in this context the vulvas could 
even refer to the vulvas gaditanas (Wulstan 2005, 248). 
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Forsitan expectes ut Gaditana canoro | incipiant prurire choro plausuque 
probatae | ad terram tremulo descendant clune puellae. | (spectant hoc nup-
tae iuxta recubante marito | quod pudeat narrare aliquem praesentibus ip-
sis.) 

Perhaps you’re expecting Spanish floor shows to get aroused with their vi-
brant dancing, the girls shimmying to the floor, wiggling their bottoms to ap-
preciative applause. (It’s a sight watched by young wives, reclining next to 
their husbands, though you’d be embarrassed to describe it in their pres-
ence.)569  

 
In this example we hear of women reclining next to their husbands watching 
the performance. This implies that the performance takes place in a private 
setting, in somebody’s home. Apparently Gades dancers could be hired to 
perform at large banquets, such as the one organised by Domitian, as well as 
in smaller, private contexts. 

Further on in the text (11.167-189), Juvenal deplores that among men 
from the upper classes this kind of promiscuous entertainment was accepted, 
as well as adulteries – the two are in his eyes obviously connected – while it 
according to Juvenal was regarded as shameful.570 Juvenal himself, for ex-
ample, preferred to have the songs of the Iliad and poems of Vergil recited 
during a dinner, instead of the immoral entertainment of Gades-dancers.571  

Interestingly, women are obviously also taking part in this event. This 
strengthens information given by Nepos, that Roman women attended dinner 
parties together with their men.572 A parallel may be made to Martial, who 
informs us that respectable women watched immoral plays at the theater 
without blushing (and thereby they were also mentally strong enough to read 
his texts).573 

A further possible observation on the character of the show of the Gades 
girls should be mentioned: the mosaics at Piazza Armerina, usually refered 
to as the “bikini girls”. Due to the clothing of the women represented, it has 
been suggested that they are in fact Gades girls (Fig. 19).574 This is unlikely, 
since the women with bikinis seem rather to perform sports – they carry 
equipment such as a small ball and dumb-bells – than to dance. One of the 
women actually holds a musical instrument (a bell) in her right hand, but 
there are no movements in the pictures that would indicate dancing, rather 
than sporting. 

We may conclude that the Gades-dancers performed erotically-evoking 
dances, featuring advanced, almost acrobatic, body movements. The charac-

                               
569 Juv. 11.162-166. Translation by Braund. 
570 Juv. 11. 167-182. 
571 Juv. 11.179-182. 
572 Nep. Praef. 6-7. 
573 Mart. 3.96. 
574 Fear 1996, 178. 
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ter of the dance caused the girls to be perceived as immoral, but still highly 
appreciated, all in line with the Roman ambivalence towards foreign culture.  

The musical accompaniment 
Several of the descriptions regarding the Gades dancing girls hint at the use 
of musical instruments along with the dancing, but what kinds of instruments 
were actually used? To start with, there are indications that both singing and 
different instruments were used.575 Furthermore, the question should be 
asked whether the dancers had to play music themselves or not, or if one or 
more extra musicians were needed for the performance.  

 
Figure 19. One of the 
women from the mosa-
ics in Piazza Armerina, 
Sicily, holding what 
may be an instrument in 
her right hand. Photo by 
the author 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Naturally, it would be cheaper if the women could also play the music. No 
extra musician would in that case be required.576  
  

                               
575 In Mart. 6.71.1-2; Stat. Silv. 1.6.67-74; Juv. 11. 162-166 and 172. 
576 Lucian in his On the dance describes the accompaniment to the pantomime-dancers as 
consisting of choir, pipes, flutes (syrinx), scabellum and cymbala (63, 68 and 72). See also a 
study on Pantomime dancing by Webb (2008).  
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In one of Martial’s texts (6.71.1-2), crusmata was used to accompany the 
dance. This has been translated as meaning “airs”, but in fact, the term crus-
mata originates from the Greek term “to strike up”, indicating that we are 
dealing rather with a stringed instrument, such as lyrae or some kind of harp. 
Even the sound of tibiae has been suggested (see Fig. 20).577 Crusmata can 
also be a more general term, indicating the “giving out of a sound” which  
complicates the reading.578  
Although it is impossible to establish exactly what instrument accompanied 
the dance, the term crusmata indicates that the girls, or one or several musi-
cians, were also playing an instrument other than percussion to accompany 
the dance. 

 

 
 
Figure 20. Fragment of a fresco from the theatre at Herculaneum: a seated woman 
plays the tibiae, accompanying a dancing cymbala-player (the cymbala being of a 
larger type than those previously discussed). Photo by Carole Raddato. 

Also in Statius’ description of the entertainment during the emperor Domi-
tian’s dinner (Silv. 1.6.67-74), it is clear that the girls not only danced – they 
also played instruments. At first glance it seems as though these instruments 
were percussion instruments such as cymbala (cymbala tinnulaeque Gades), 
                               
577 For lyra and cithara, see Wulstan (2005, 221). Grewing (1997) suggests tibiae. 
578 Wulstan (2005, 221) suggests lyra and cithara, Grewing (1997) instead proposes tibiae. 
Crusmata is only rarely mentioned in Latin texts from this period. 
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here translated as “cymbals and jingling Gades”.579  But, it does not neces-
sarily have to mean “jingling”. It has been proposed instead that the adjec-
tive tinnulus was a sound that could refer to a diverse spectrum of instru-
ments such as sistra, different kinds of stringed instruments, pipes or even 
speakers. The sistrum, however, is out of the question, since it was generally 
connected to the cult of the goddess Isis, and not to any other kind of per-
formance.580 Another possibility suggested is that tinnulus simply refers to 
the sound of a more indescribable instrument, such as spoon-cymbals or 
bronze clappers.581   

The cymbala were considered, by both Greeks and Romans, to be dis-
reputable – an exotic import from Asia Minor with erotic connotations and 
associated with the cult of Cybele, which was imported to Rome in the third 
century BC.582 Here, a distinction between the music accompanying the 
dancing and the music performed within the cult of Cybele must however be 
made, since it served very different purposes: one for entertainment and the 
other religious.583  

Sexually explicit songs and crotala accompanied the suggestive dance: 
Juvenal (Juv. 11.162-166), in his description of the “house-performance” 
above, mentions the cracking sound of castanets (audiat ille testarum crepi-
tus cum verbis), here pottery sherds, testae, along with words, i.e. singing.584 
Notable in the context are the words of the songs, which are said to be “too 
obscene for the naked slave standing for sale in the stinking brothel…” (Juv. 
11.172-174). An alternative reading suggests that the sound was produced by 
a sandal instead of crotala, used by the dancers to create the sound of a 
footclapper (a scabellum, cf. Fig. 13).585  

One may assume that crotala made of different kinds of material (see 
3.1.3) better suited some contexts. Possibly the type mentioned by Athenae-
us that could could stand in for the sound of a lyra, were not the wooden 
ones, but instead made of metal or pottery, creating a high and clear sound.586 
The same type could have been used by the Gades-dancers at the banquet of 
emperor Domitian, as hinted at in the quotation by Juvenal, producing a type 
of sound that could easily replace the use of other instruments.587  

That there were particular songs to go with the Gades dances, or at least 
belonging to the same tradition of music and dance, is indicated by a passage 
from Martial, where a certain Cotilus (a bellus homo, pretty fellow) sings 

                               
579 Stat. Silv. 1.6.69. 
580 Elwart 2011, 37-60. 
581 Wulstan 2005, 236. 
582 On music within the Cybele-cult see, for example, Scoditti 2009, 26-27; Comotti 1989, 54; 
Vendries 2004, 400-410 
583 Wulstan 2005, 235-236. See also above 3.3, on percussion instruments. 
584 Juv. 11.172. Juvenal uses crepitus istead of crotala. 
585 Wulstan 2005, 236. 
586 Ath. 14.635 c-d. 
587 Stat. Silv. 1.6.67-74. 
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and dances in accordance with the Gades style. He hums tunes from the Nile 
as well as from Gades, and he moves his plucked arms in time with changing 
measures.588 “Tunes from the Nile” must have been particularly sensual, and 
the fact that Cotilus danced in varios modos indicates that he was skilled and 
had the capability to move in accordance with diverse kind of scales, mo-
dos.589 

Most music that accompanied dance came from percussion instruments, 
such as cymbala and crotala, but – judging from the ambiguousness in de-
scribing the terms crusmata and tinnulus (referring to a wide spectra of 
sounds) – probably also string instruments or tibiae were used. It is uncer-
tain, too, whether the dancers played instruments themselves or not. It was 
probably easier to play the crotala while dancing than any larger instrument 
that would prevent the body from moving in the demanding way that the 
Gades-dance required. The latter would indicate that women did not play 
instruments such as lyres, harps or tibiae themselves while dancing. Instead, 
other musicians would have accompanied the Gades dancers. We may also 
conclude from the above that there were songs associated with the Gades 
dance, with lyrics of an immoral kind. 

6.4 Other non-Romans 
There are also other non-Roman origins than Greece and Gades referred to 
in connection with music-making women, bearing positive as well as nega-
tive connotations. As we saw in Chapter 2, the musical influences from the 
East during the end of the Roman Middle Republic were regarded by some 
authors to be decadent, and to have brought luxuria to Rome. Livy specifi-
cally mentions that female lyre- and sambuca-players from Asia were intro-
duced (for the first time) to Roman banquet context through the contacts of 
the armies stationed in Asia during the time of Gnaeus Manlius Volso (c. 
187 BC).590  

Juvenal tells us about the Syrians and their habits, which were imported to 
Rome and in his view affected the city negatively. His account includes a 
mention of their particular musical instruments, such as a kind of harp with 
different length of strings (compared with what must have been considered 
usual in Rome), as well as the tympanum (hand-drum):    

 
iam pridem Syrus in Tiberim de fluxit Orontes | et linguam et mores et cum 
tibicine chordas | obliquas nec non gentilia tympana secum | vexit et ad 
circum iussas prostare puellas.  
 

                               
588 Mart. 3.63.3-6. Translation by Shackleton Bailey. 
589 Fusi 2006, 408. 
590 Livy, 39.6.7-8.  
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The Syrian Orontes has for a long time now been polluting the Tiber, bring-
ing with it its language and customs, its slanting strings along with pipers, 
its native tom-toms too, and the girls who are told to offer themselves for 
sale at the Circus.591 

 
Along with the general bad influences coming from Syria were obviously 
also girls, offering themselves freely for sale at the Circus. In the work of 
Pseudo-Vergil, consisting of small poems attributed with uncertainty to Ver-
gil, seductive dancing accompanied by the seductive rhythm of crotala, is 
described as being part of the entertainment performed by a Syrian barmaid:  
 

Copa Syrisca, caput Graeca redimita mitella, | crispum sub crotalo docta 
movere latus, | ebria fumosa saltat lasciva taberna | ad cubitum raucos ex-
cutiens calamos: 

 
The hostess from Syria with her hair caught up in a Greek bandana, adept in 
swaying sinuous thighs to the castanet’s rhythm, dances in her smoky tavern, 
tipsily, sexily, tapping against her elbows a noisy tambourine.592  

 
The description of the performance is similar to that of the Gades-dancers, 
being of the erotic kind to the accompaniment of crotala. 

Egyptian musical expressions also evoked strong feelings in Rome. There 
was, of course, an association with the decadence surrounding Cleopatra. 
Already Polybius gives us an account of how Alexandrian female musicians 
were associated with vulgarities. According to him, Mnesis, Potheine and 
Myrtion were nothing but two Alexandrian flute-players and a professional 
and vulgar mima.593 Clearly, in his eyes, these women were of inferior status 
in society. But there was also the association between Egyptian music, espe-
cially tibiae-playing, and the cult of Isis. With the growing popularity of 
Egyptian music, it came to be regarded as exotic, erotic, and “modern”. Ovid 
lets us understand that Egyptian melodies, flourishing in Rome during his 
time, belonged to the genre of popular music, and were something young 
women should learn, along with music of the theatre.594  

Lastly, “Thracian” in connection with music should be mentioned. Ovid, 
as we have seen above, recommended his beloved Corinna to stay at home 
and play her Thracian lyra instead of going on an adventurous journey: 

Tutius est fovisse torum, legisse libellos, | Threiciam digitis increpuisse ly-
ram. 

                               
591 Juv. Sat. 3. 62-65. Translation by Braund. 
592 Ps. Verg. Copa 1-4. Translation by Fairclough. 
593 Polyb. 14.11.4. For other passages letting us know that Egyptian music was in the fashion, 
see Mart, Ep. 3.63 and 11.13.3; Prop. 4.8.39; Juv. 6.82-84.  
594 Ov. Ars am. 3.315-20. 
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The safer course was fondly to keep your couch, to read your books, to sound 
with your fingers the Thracian lyre.595  

 
Ovid is here referring to Orpheus and his Thracian origin, as well as to his 
ability to play music that could draw both animals and stones, as well as 
plants.596 As a contrast, Horace in an account of a flirtatious friend of his, 
describes the Thracian Chloe, a dominating woman who played the large and 
demanding cithara. Here, the use of “Thracian” certainly gives other associ-
ations:   
 

[…] me nunc Thressa Chloe regit, | dulcis docta modos et citharae sciens, | 
pro qua non metuam mori, | si parcent animae fata superstiti.  
 
Thracian Chloe now rules me; she can sing sweet songs and play the cithara 
delightfully. I shan’t be afraid to die for her, if the fates spare my darling and 
let her live.597 

 
In Greek historical writing the Thracians are often presented as wild, illit-
erate, savage, and very different from the Athenians, i.e. they are seen as the 
other.598 In Greek iconography they are often depicted as holding the particu-
larly Thracian cithara. According to the myth, Thracian women killed Or-
pheus owing to jealousy, as an indication of their wildness.599 It is probably 
these kinds of associations that Horace alludes to in his description of Chloe. 
It has been suggested that the Thracians were shown as different but not 
necessarily always as inferior, which is also clear in these two examples 
given by Ovid and Horace, showing rather different attitudes. 

6.5 Concluding remarks  
In this chapter it has been demonstrated that women who worked as profes-
sional entertainers in Rome were sometimes labelled as being of non-Roman 
origin. It should be acknowledged that the ancient sources would have used 
titles such as “Egyptian” or “Syrian” in a way that people from these regions 
would not have done themselves, since ethnicity is not only a question of 
geography.600 Consequently it is not always clear what the authors refer to: a 
certain origin, language, culture or even to inhabitants of a certain province 
whatever their origin.601  

                               
595 Ov. Am. 2.11.31-32. Translation by Showerman. 
596 Ov. Met.11. 
597 Horace, Carm. 3.9.9-12. Translation by Rudd, modified (cithara instead of lyre).  
598 Tsiafakis 2000, 364. 
599 Tsiafakis 2000, 376-377. 
600 A longer discussion about that in Noy 2000, 6 and 159. See also Hall 2000 for definitions 
of ethnicity from a Greek perspective. 
601 Isaac 2004, 335. 
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Likewise, it is difficult to say when someone would have been considered 
Roman. A person might have lived in Rome for generations, but without 
having reached the acceptance of being looked upon as a Roman. Also, it is 
difficult to distinguish between temporary and permanent residents, visitors 
and immigrants in Rome.602 Instead we may conclude that performers often 
had, or were given, names that referred to non-Roman origins, whether they 
were born in Rome or not. This could have several reasons, such as getting a 
sense of belonging to a certain artistic group. If you could claim that you 
were a Gades-dancer it was probably easier to get a job, or to become a 
member of a particular collegium. It had a great deal to do with gaining a 
certain social status in order to be accepted, both within the profession as 
well as in the eyes of other Romans. Certainly a reasonable number of the 
performing women had come to Rome as slaves or belonged to travelling 
troupes, visiting several places in the Roman Empire. But, there were addi-
tional reasons why a non-Roman label was often attached to a woman per-
forming or making music. 

The two main examples in this chapter, the Greek and Gades musicians 
and performers, serve as a striking contrast and differ in an important point: 
the ties between Greek cultural expression and the actual Roman women 
making music were purely fictional – they were products of fantasies, where 
“Greek” should rather be regarded as a label, associated with Greek deca-
dence and immorality – whereas the Gades-dancers were real women, living 
and working in Rome.  

The stigmatizing of Greek women as immoral may seem a bit odd, since 
Greek citizen women were in fact often considered chaste, leading secluded 
life in separate rooms in the Greek house with only limited possibilities of 
participating in dinners or social events. The differences between Greek and 
Roman women are described by Cornelius Nepos: 

Contra ea pleraque nostris moribus sunt decora quae apud illos turpia pu-
tantur. Quem enim Romanorum pudet uxorem ducere in convivium? Aut cui-
us non mater familias primum locum tenet aedium atque in celebritate ver-
satur? Quod multo fit aliter in Graecia; nam neque in convivium adhibetur 
nisi propinquorum, neque sedet nisi in interiore parte aedium, quae gynae-
conitis appellatur, quo nemo accedit nisi propinqua cognatione coniunctus. 

On the other hand, many actions are seemly according to our code which the 
Greeks look upon as shameful. For instance, what Roman would blush to 
take his wife to a dinner-party? What matron does not frequent the front 
rooms of her dwelling and show herself in public? But it is very different in 
Greece; for there a woman is not admitted to a dinner-party, unless relatives 
only are present, and she keeps to the more retired part of the house called 

                               
602 Noy 2000, xii and 4. 
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“the women’s apartment”, to which no man has access who is not near of 
kin.603  

 
Nepos here displays a good example of self-definition by creating opposi-
tions – an “us and them” dichotomy, explaining the differences with “be-
cause the ancestors taught us to do so”.604  

According to Nepos there were differences between the status of women 
in Greece and the women of Rome, where the latter had a position allowing 
them to take part to a larger extent in public events compared with Greek 
women who had to stay in the gynaeconitis.605 We also get the impression 
from Nepos that the Roman way of treating their women was preferable: 
they should be able to take part in dinner parties and the like. Tacitus, on the 
other hand, somewhat later came up with a contradictory opinion when in his 
Germania he spoke positively of the simplicity of German women who, 
compared to Roman women, were not spoiled with any enticing shows and 
tempting parties.606 How is it then that Greek women had to serve as exam-
ples of immoral behaviour – examples that Roman women should avoid? 
Was it in fact Greek courtesans and prostitutes that the authors had in mind 
instead of citizen women – fantasies of something exotic and forbidden? The 
Greek hetaerae have been described as dangerous in terms of their non-
Romanness.607 

It is well known that Roman music was influenced by Greek music, and 
also by music from other cultures.608 According to Ancient historian Erich 
Gruen, Romans were neither intolerant nor tolerant of other cultural expres-
sions, and to pick up foreign customs was simply a part of Roman identity, 
not a matter of being broad-minded.609 There is no conscious down-grading 
of other people, rather a feeling that by labelling musicians with other ori-
gins than Roman, the Romans wanted to create an otherness in order to dis-
tinguish themselves from other groups. This was also the case when refer-
ring to Greek women’s musical activities as decadent, not at all worthy a 
Roman woman. 

The Gades-dancers, on the other hand, were considered immoral due to 
the actual erotic character of the dance they performed, associations encoun-
tered in letters by Pliny, in the satires of Juvenal, the epigrams of Martial and 
the poetry of Statius. In spite of these moralizing attitudes the dancers could 

                               
603 Nep. Praef. 6-7. Translation by Rolfe. 
604 Wallace-Hadrill 2008, 251. 
605 The women’s area. For a comprehensive discussion about the women’s area in the classi-
cal oikos with references, see Sjöberg 2012.  
606 Tac. Germ. 19.1.  
607 Rauh 2011, 210. 
608 See, for example, Baudot 1973, 68-70; Comotti 1989, 48-51; Peché & Vendries 2001, 95-
98; Scoditti 2009, 24-30. 
609 Gruen refers here in particular to music within cults such as the cult of Cybele (Gruen 
2011, 349). 
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certainly receive true appreciation for their performances, since they acted 
within the expected frames of what this kind of dancing required. Stressing 
the connection between the dancers and immorality was a way for the Ro-
mans to make clear that the world of entertainment was a life style not wor-
thy of a Roman woman.  

A respectable upper-class woman could never come close to practising 
this kind of music making  or dancing, due to the Augustan legislations, 
preventing respectable women from acting on stage or associating with ac-
tors. When they tried to approach this cultural field belonging to the stage, 
they were reprimanded, as seen in Horace’s moralizing over the girl who 
wanted to learn Ionian dances. The women from Gades and Greece, as well 
as women musicians of other non-Roman attribution, were all transformed 
into “the other”: mysterious but obviously also tempting.  

In the end, it has proved difficult to answer the question of whether label-
ling music-making women as non-Roman was indeed a way to differentiate 
the women artists from respectable Roman women. Instead, I find that the 
mere fact that so many women musicians in Rome were of foreign origin or 
named as such, made it hard for a Roman woman to enter the world of enter-
tainment and still act as a respectable Roman matron. 
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7. PLAYING IN THE PATRIARCHY 

In this chapter the intention is to discuss the results of the previous chapters 
and analyze them further in the light of gender theory and by introducing 
comparative aspects from later periods in music history, the latter in order to 
highlight significant features of the results. The discussion will take into 
consideration the aspects of gender, status, age and ethnicity together and 
consequently adapt an intersectional perspective. This perspective will con-
tribute to the understanding of attitudes towards women making music in 
ancient Rome, from the private sphere to the public arena. The three gender- 
theoretical themes introduced in section 1.4 will be applied, i.e. differentia-
tion, implementation of hierarchy (7.2) and master suppression techniques 
(7.3), with a subsequent discussion of the power of music (7.4).  

In order to move more successfully into the the discussion, a short reca-
pitulation of the main results of the previous chapters is needed. Chapter 3 
investigated different types of instruments used by women and discussed if it 
was possible to talk about certain instruments as more “suitable” to women 
than others in the eyes of ancient Roman society. The survey showed that 
women mostly played different kinds of lyres and sang. This concerned all 
kinds of women: respectable matrons, prostitutes, young daughters, old 
women and non-Romans. Women were also seen playing the larger and dif-
ficult cithara – in spite of what the ancient music theorists said about it be-
ing an instrument for men.610 

On the other hand, tibiae and percussion instruments, as well as harps, 
were, as seen in the examples, obviously considered less respectable instru-
ments. Tibiae-playing made a woman ugly, with disfigured face and blown-
up cheeks, and the sound itself was not suitable, being too loud and noisy. 
Percussion instruments could arouse an inappropriate atmosphere and feel-
ings in an audience, and were therefore unsuitable for a respectable woman. 
Only women of inferior status played them. No single woman of high social 
status is actually encountered among tibiae-players or percussionists in the 
sources. Harps were thought of as belonging to the import of immorality and 
luxuria, coming from the East during the end of the Middle Roman Repub-
lic, and were consequently not for a Roman woman of high rank to occupy 
herself with.  

                               
610 For cithara-playing women, see Hor. Carm. 3.9.9-10 and 3.15.4-6, 13-16; Ov. Ars am. 
3.319-320; Plin. Ep. 4.19.4. 
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The survey of portraits of music-making women in Chapter 4 showed that 
their degree of respectability depended on what literary genre and author the 
portraits belonged to. Certain genres and authors were more indulgent and 
positive towards music-making among women than were others, especially 
love poets, but also writers of other genres, such as Pliny, Statius and Plu-
tarch. A woman’s good qualities could be enhanced by music, but if she 
performed too well or in public, authors with a more traditionalist moral 
standing could use the music-making in their texts as a tool to attack a wom-
an’s respectability. The ambivalence of Roman society is obvious and signif-
icant: some kinds of music-making were accepted in certain contexts, others 
not.  Music-making as a sign of a so-called “Greek” education, for example, 
was both desirable and despised depending on the author, his own lifestyle, 
and the period, since the Greek-educated ideal became more accepted with 
time. 

It was more acceptable for a young woman to make music, as was evident 
from the sources discussed in Chapter 5. Musical skills were attractive, and 
to attract, even seduce, was something a woman could be allowed to do only 
before she was married, in order to get a husband. Older women were ad-
vised to avoid playing the cithara and singing, since such practices belonged 
to an earlier stage of a woman’s life. None the less, judging from the literary 
sources, some women seem to have continued to play and sing in any case. 

The conclusion that can be drawn from Chapter 6 is that labelling of a 
Roman woman musician as “non-Roman” was a way to differentiate her 
from the expected behaviour of respectable Romans and to create a distance 
towards the world of entertainment. The “non-Roman” appellation was, 
however, not used only to diminish a woman and create otherness. In fact, in 
love poetry, women were referred to as non-Roman in order to evoke certain 
skills or “exotic” attraction. Adopting a non-Roman name could be a way for 
an artist to gain status in order to strengthen her reputation and to create a 
sense of belonging with other musicians of the same musical genre. 

7.1 Differentiation and implementation of hierarchy 
Throughout history music has often been divided into masculine or feminine. 
Take for instance the ending of cadences in modern music, as presented in 
The Harvard Concise Dictionary of Music and Musicians, where differenta-
tion of gender implements a hierarchism:  
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Masculine, feminine cadence. A cadence is termed masculine if its final 
pitch or chord occurs on a metrically strong beat [see Meter], feminine if on a 
metrically weak beat.611 

 
This definition makes clear that cadences are being differentiated on the 
basis of strength, where masculine represents the strong, feminine the 
weak.612 These Western, roughly contemporary, thoughts about gender, as 
well as ideas on differences between the sexes, have their origin in ancient 
beliefs.613 For example, these thoughts are encountered in general ideas on 
gender during the Roman Late Republic and Early Empire, exemplified by 
the Jewish philosopher Philo of Alexandria (c. 20 BC- c. 50 AD). He created 
a clear dichotomy between male and female, claiming that the male was of a 
more complete and dominant kind than the female, which, on its side, was 
passive and ranked as inferior compared with the male. Philo further meant 
that men represent rationality (the soul) and reason, while women represent 
feelings and irrationality.614  

In contemporary gender theory the term differentiation has been used to 
describe how the sexes are being separated.615 It implies, that women and 
men are alienated and treated almost as two different species with different 
doings and behaviours, with the intention that women should not be able to 
be compared to men – which they are nonetheless, as seen above in The 
Harvard Concise Dictionary of Music and Musicians as well as in Philo of 
Alexandria. Differentiation is of importance to a patriarchal society where 
the difference itself constitutes the ground for legitimization of the gender 
order.616 But differentiation is not enough: male and female qualities and 
behaviour are also given different values, implementing a hierarchy, where 
the male is given a higher value than the female, as is seen also in the writ-
ings of Philo of Alexandria, and as will be further explained below. This 
order is strictly controlled by different kinds of master suppression tech-
niques in order to guarantee that everyone follows the rules belonging to this 
system.617 For example, if a woman, or a man, starts behaving in opposite to 
the norms, the system must punish the person in question for it in one way or 
another in order to re-establish the gender order. 

Differentiation implies a manipulation of the public space into a hege-
monic male domain, which also includes the stage.618 Music has traditionally 
                               
611 Randel 1999, 401. The entry “feminine cadence,” reads: “See masculine, feminine ca-
dence.”  
612 McClary 1991, 10 
613 Hirdman 2001, 26. 
614 See Sly 1990, 43-54, meaning that Philo’s distinction between male and female ranges 
over a variety of contexts but makes no straightforward comparison between men and women 
(43). See also Wilson 2011 for translation and commentary. 
615 Rubin 1975; Hirdman 1988. 
616 Hirdman 2001, 36. 
617 Ås 2004, 79;  Karlsson Miganti 2007, 16.  
618 Doubleday 2008, 18. For hegemonic masculinity, see Connell 2001. 
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been linked with emotions and with the body, and with associations to pleas-
ures and dance rather than the intellect, and has often been regarded as a 
feminine form of expression.619 Music has been seen as something emerging 
from women naturally, while men approach music through technical skills.620 
This has generated several consequences, primarily the exclusion of women 
from the public platforms. 

On the other hand male musicians have sometimes, throughout history, 
been looked upon as effeminates, associated with bodily matters, especially 
when they have been involved with dance. Ancient historian Catherine Ed-
wards has established that “whatever qualities were undesirable in a male 
member of the Roman elite were termed feminine”.621 Studies made of mu-
sic-making in more recent historical periods have shown that singing also 
implies a questioning of traditional masculine norms, where men risk femi-
nizing themselves.622 This means that men need to keep up a façade of mas-
culinity in order to prevent themselves being looked upon as feminine when 
they play music.623 The rational parts of music have been emphasized instead 
of the subjective and sensory, and female including on the stage.624 Also, 
through history, women have not had the same chances to practise, or to 
acquire professional connections of importance to their careers in the same 
way as men have. Women have also been regarded as incapable of produc-
ing anything qualitative: their music-making and musical productions have 
often been criticized as either trivial or aggressive, and for the latter reason 
not suitable to a woman.625  

As I have shown above, men and women in Rome made music in differ-
ent ways, on different instruments and in different conditions. Women’s way 
of making music was always being controlled by men and the norms set by 
men, which as a consequence led to a respectable woman not being allowed 
to be a professional musician. According to the gender order it was im-
portant to stay within the limits of what was acceptable behaviour for each 
sex.  

During the period in question, women musicians entered areas previously 
reserved for men only, such as banquet- and dinner-contexts as well as the 
theatre, where women at a certain point at the end of the Middle Republic 

                               
619 McClary 1991, 17. Gemzöe (2002, 83-84) discusses further the fact that it is our ideas 
about gender that make us think in terms of women as more sensitive and men more rational 
and independent, etc. 
620 Bayton 1998, 13; Ganetz 2008, 73; Gemzöe 2002, 51; Thurén 2003, 47; Connell 1987, 98;  
Doubleday 2008, 18. 
621 Edwards 1996, 81. 
622 Middleton 2007, 104; Bayton 1998, 38. 
623 Brett 1994, 22. 
624 McClary 1991, 17; Cohen 1997, 17-36. 
625 McClary 1991, 18-19. On aggressive women musicians, see for example: Swide, "Aggres-
sive females of pop music" (www.swide.com); Cracked, "Revenge is a Bitch: The 10 Most 
Bitter Female Rock Songs" (www.cracked.com). 
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and in the early Augustan period respectively appeared as entertainers. This 
was not judged well by some of the Roman writers, who grumbled over 
those immoral influences imported from Asia and Greece which had pollut-
ed Rome.626 

There were several ways in which one could differentiate Roman women 
from Roman men when it came to musical practices, always with the pur-
pose of giving women inferior status and presenting them as belonging to the 
weaker sex. One way was for men only to allow (respectable) women to play 
instruments of a simpler kind that did not draw so much attention in terms of 
sound, technical demands or size. The investigation in Chapter 3 showed that 
a majority of the women in the Roman sources played the lyra, only a few 
the cithara or tibiae. Instruments with a softer sound and of a smaller size 
also kept a woman’s body in a proper position when playing, so that she – 
despite the fact that she was playing – could still appear decent. Playing the 
Chelys-lyre and singing must have been considered a “safer” form of musi-
cal activity from a male, moral point of view. The sound of the soft lyra and 
the female voice itself could not be connected with wildness or any aroused 
emotions.  

On the other hand the four examples above (Hor. Carm. 3.9.9-10 and 
3.15.13-16; Ov. Ars am. 3.319-320; Plin. Ep. 4.19.4), where women play the 
more difficult and larger cithara associated with the male sphere and musical 
competitions, demonstrate that the gender order, as displayed by these Ro-
man authors, was not always practised. It could also be that the authors did 
not always reflected reality, but more an ideal world according to their wish-
es, reactions on how it actually was.  

Other instruments were out of the question for a respectable woman to 
handle, such as the tibiae with their strong and penetrating sound and uglify-
ing effects, and percussion instruments, bearing associations with alluring 
dancing, as well as other kinds of ecstatic scenarios. In clear erotic contexts, 
such as in connection with prostitution, the tibiae and percussion-
instruments were thus consequently required and also regarded as suitable 
instruments. The women playing them already generally stood outside the 
Roman official gender order, since they were of an inferior rank. It did not 
matter to them if they broke traditional conventions, at least not those be-
longing to the Roman upper class. To be sure, artists also had their own con-
ventions that needed to be followed, but those are harder for us to grasp to-
day. 

Interestingly, the mistresses featured in the love poetry (such as Properti-
us’ Cynthia, Ovid’s Corinna or Horace’s Chloe) did not play the tibiae, 
which would have suited the activities of prostitutes. An alternative interpre-
tation could be that these “mistresses” were not prostitutes at all, but instead 
women from the author’s own social groups, or women of inferior rank por-

                               
626 Polyb. 31.25.4; Livy. 39.6.8.  
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trayed by the poets with dubious identities in order to hide their true identi-
ties. A lyre would then have constituted a great alibi, indicating that the amo-
rous ladies were in fact respectable women rather than prostitutes. That 
would have been a way to render women as educated and pleasurable, rather 
than as women who engaged themselves with erotica only.  

People in different places and periods in history have always been more 
or less forced to play instruments appropriate for their sex, due to power 
relations and hierarchies in society.627 In order to differentiate men and wom-
en and to gain control of the gender order, instruments have been coded and 
given different values suited accordingly to men or women. When women 
performed on the wrong kinds of instruments, such as the tibiae in Rome, 
both the instrument in question and the woman playing it were marked with 
negative connotations in the Roman male sources, in order to accentuate the 
gender order (see Mart. 10.63 and Hor. Epist. 1.14.24-26, both portraying 
prostitute tibiae-players). This was done in line with more general Roman 
social codes regarding women’s behaviour and their inferior status compared 
to men.  
 Looking at musical history in a wider sense, men have sometimes actually 
been associated with “women’s instruments” and musical activities with 
acceptance, probably by making them manly, and stressing male habits in 
connection with the instruments in question. Women, on the other hand, 
have rarely been seen playing instruments traditionally recognized as 
“male”.628 Enhancing masculinity within the male group of musicians and 
consequently excluding women is one of the most important methods in 
making men and differentiate them from women, and apparently this also 
applies within the field of music.629 This was done, as illustrated in the an-
cient Roman examples, by the exclusion of women, with the purpose of turn-
ing music-making, and especially music-making in the public sphere, into an 
exclusively male field. For example, from the Renaissance onwards the or-
ganists have been mostly male musicians, and until the late twentieth century 
some of the world’s leading orchestras have been open only to men.630 The 
Vienna Philharmonic did not accept women as permanent members until 
1997, the Berlin Philharmonic only in 1982.631 In the pastoral culture of nine-
teenth-century Sweden, women were expected to be able to play horns, and 

                               
627 Doubleday 2008, 26. 
628 Doubleday 2008, 15. 
629 Hirdman 2001, 65. 
630 For the organists, see Doubleday 2008, 16.  
631 In 2015, nine women are listed among its 131 full members (see  
www.wienerphilarmoniker.at). The Vienna Philharmonic orchestra was the last major orches-
tra in the world to admit women. The first woman, the harpist Anna Lelkes, was not incorpo-
rated until 1997 and was admitted as an official member first after being an associate member 
for 26 years. In 2007 the number of women in the orchestra still remained at one. The chair-
man of the orchestra, Clemens Hellsberg, is quoted as saying, “In art, you can’t impose quo-
tas” (see “10 things you may not know about the Vienna Philharmonic” (http://music.cbc.ca)). 
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to kula (a kind of siren-call singing) in order to herd the cattle on the moun-
tain grazings sites during summertime. Men, on the other hand, played the 
fiddle for entertainment purposes down in the villages, and were looked up-
on as the musical “experts” compared with the women horn-players.  Wom-
en never played the fiddle. This division was closely connected to sterotypi-
cal gender roles, where men dominated the public, representative sector of 
musical life, while women played at work.632 Another example: in may 1685 
Pope Innocent XI issued an edict claiming that music is damaging to the 
modesty proper to the female sex, since it distracts them from matters and 
occupations that are more suitable for them. Before all, women should not be 
taught to sing or play by any man.633 

Women’s music-making in Rome in the private sphere was, as a result of 
a patriarchal gender order, aimed at pleasing men, not the women them-
selves. They performed on men’s conditions and it was the men who decided 
what a good or acceptable musical activity was. Men, on the other hand, 
played music in groups exclusively with other men in a homosocial way (cf. 
2.1). Roman men sang together, “manly songs about brave men”, and also 
danced in masculine ways, in connection with military ceremonies and at 
male parties, for their own pleasures.634 A clear differentiation is made. On 
the other hand we have no testimonials from the women themselves on how 
it really felt for them, only the male, ideal picture. 
 
Studies of music-making women from our own days have shown that wom-
en artists are being treated less seriously than men. They are often looked 
upon as “puppets, moulded by a record company”, and presented in sexual 
terms instead of as serious musicians, which gives them inferior status com-
pared to male musicians.635 The field of contemporary pop music is to a large 
extent structured in terms of gender. This implies that women have rarely 
been seen as active musicians or as producers of music. Instead, women 
have taken the roles of fans and supporters, in terms of wives, mothers, girl-
friends, and consumers of music. If, and when, women appear on stage or in 
different kinds of media, it is generally as singers, rarely as instrumentalists, 
referring back to the notion of women as controlled by nature, where singing 
must be something “natural” and men are more technically skilled. Regard-
ing the role of composer, women sometimes write lyrics but seldom the mu-
sic.636 Luckily much has changed in that situation during the last years. In 
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Sweden there are several examples of famous women pop artists who also 
produce their own music, such as Little Jinder, Laleh, Robyn and Tove-Lo. 

Calpurnia, the wife of Pliny, actually composed music, but not the words, 
and yet it is doubtful if she gained any fame for this (or wanted any for that 
matter).637 More problaby they were the verses of Pliny which she set to mu-
sic that were focused upon, and Pliny was the one who also took pride in 
having a talented wife whom he had successfully moulded in a way that 
honoured himself, more than esteeming her personal qualities. It has been 
suggested that Calpurnia had become so learned because of her interest in 
and love for Pliny rather than for her own pleasure, as opposed to the learned 
women in Juvenal, who took delight in flaunting their cultural knowledge.638  

A way to differentiate men and women’s music-making through history 
has been to preclude women from musical training and education, as well as 
from being professional musicians.639 If the musical skills of a woman came 
“naturally”, from her heart, it was appreciated, something clearly expressed 
in the example by Pliny regarding Calpurnia, who, according to her husband,  
had no other master to teach her but love.640 That Calpurnia would have been 
an autodidact is unlikely, since she both played the difficult cithara and 
composed music herself. The interpretation of this passage is, as noted 
above, difficult, but probably she was hidden behind a curtain when playing 
the cithara, in order to entertain the guests without having to be visible. This 
would have constituted a clear example of differentiation by hiding and con-
trolling a woman’s body, effectively subduing Calpurnia’s skills, while the 
man (Pliny) publicly showed off his own talents when reciting his texts to 
the invited audience.  

A public career would naturally have been unthinkable for Calpurnia as a 
senator’s wife. But this passage also illustrates the obstacles for other wom-
en in Rome who might have wanted to make a career as a musician, or mere-
ly to play music publicly, while music-making at home on an amateur basis 
was normally acceptable and unprovokable. This is a pattern that we also 
encounter in other kinds of women’s acivities. Many tasks performed by 
women through history seem, more often than those done by men, to have 
been extended versions of the kind of work women did at home. They have, 
for example, sold fruit, served in bars and been wet-nurses.641 In addition, 
textile-work has been connected with women, and was regarded as virtuous 
when done by the Roman mater familias, but became a low-status employ-
ment when it was done by a professional weaver or a house slave.642 One 
action could be valid and well regarded in one situation but not in another, 
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depending on the social status of the woman doing it. Nothing women did in 
public was seen as high-status as a rule. The same can be said about music-
making, where a dutiful, respectable woman from the upper classes per-
formed music at home as a docta puella, at the same time that women work-
ing professionally with music were positioned at the lowest step on the so-
cial ladder, and often also seen as sexually available.643 This would not hap-
pen to a male musician, working on stage. 

However, through history women have performed music in public, both as 
professionals and as amateurs, whatever the social rules of behaviour might 
have recommended. These women became socially segregated and marginal-
ized in the sense of having limited access to the private sphere, including a 
respectable family life. Even if a professional woman was able to be appre-
ciated for her musical and artistic skills, she never acquired a high status in 
society.644  
 
Being able to play music has in certain social contexts throughout history 
been a sign that a woman had class, taste, wealth and respectability – all 
important aspects if you wanted to get married. The idea that music-making 
among the upper classes was part of a cultural education is familiar: “Tradi-
tionally Western culture drew inspiration from the ideal in classical art […]” 
and “the seeds were sown, in part, by Renaissance humanists […]”,645 hinting 
at an ideal with a long history. In nineteenth century Sweden, as well as 
elsewhere in Europe, it was important for upper-class women not only to be 
beautiful and to appear graceful, but also to cultivate their talents and prac-
tise music, since this made a woman more pleasant and attractive in the eyes 
of a man. It has been suggested that women in this way figured as – and 
were regarded more or less as – aesthetic objects in the musical salons. On 
the other hand, if an upper-class woman was too skilled in her music-
making, she crossed the boundaries of social rules of behaviour. A woman 
should only impinge lightly with her music, not shine.646  

If we look back to sixteenth-century Italy women and men of the upper 
classes simply did not become professionals. But also the women from lower 
classes, who theoretically could become professionals (such as a member of 
a travelling company of minstrels or a household musician), had small 
chance to compete with male colleagues as regards opportunities to perform 
and achieve celebrity.647 Some brilliant examples to the contrary, in the guise 
of Italian prima donnas, exist from the late seventeenth century to the early 
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eighteenth century. One of the pioneers was Barbara Strozzi, an eminent 
singer and composer. Still, although she belonged, probably as a natural 
daughter, to one of the oldest, noblest and wealthiest houses of Florence, 
there was talk of her being a courtesan, which was probably only malicious 
slander from jealous contemporaries.648 

These situations are strikingly comparable to the impression given by the 
Roman sources regarding young Roman women. Several of the portrayed 
puellae, such as Calpurnia, Cornelia and the stepdaughter of Statius, are very 
young and already, or about to be, married.649 Their musical skills were en-
hanced in the texts in order to make them appear more attractive: Calpurnia, 
playing the cithara and composing without having had any formal teaching, 
(her husband Pliny praising the natural musical skills of his wife, which 
come straight from her heart), the beautiful Cornelia, good at lyra-playing 
and only in her teens when she married the much older Pompey. In the same 
period Statius worried over his stepdaughter, who, in spite of her musical 
adeptness in playing, singing and dancing, as well as her beauty, did not find 
a husband. Of course her skills did not surpass her modesty or goodness, 
which were important Roman virtues. Cornelia, on the other hand, had re-
cently been a virgin, which was of importance, and in her youthfulness she 
played music in a modest, suitable way. Marrying away a woman at a young 
age must arguably have been a way to differentiate her from her husband. 
Her formal education was stopped by marriage and the young wife conse-
quently would be less experienced and learned compared to her often older 
husband. In this way, the gender order was carefully protected.  

It was important for a man of high rank to hold dignity and honour, quali-
ties which could be spoiled if any of the family members behaved badly in 
public, where they could be seen and judged by others. But even a presumed 
private sphere could be more public than expected or desired, as seen above 
(4.1). This line of thinking contains the idea that all social contexts in Rome 
were coded to be more or less private or public. The gender order strictly 
controlled what respectable women could do in the private versus the public 
sphere. In private, among family and close friends, women had greater free-
dom, and it was here that music-making could take place: women could not 
be seen, heard or admired by other than members of the family or by persons 
who constituted an accepted audience in the eyes of the pater familias. In 
this context the husband could keep control over his wife, who was, by na-
ture, an “uncontrollable” woman.650 There was no risk that a woman’s musi-
cal activities in the home would be considered as an act of seduction with 
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sexual connotations, a role which could ruin both her own as well as the 
family’s honour. 

Also, respectable married women in nineteenth-century Sweden had to di-
rect their musical skills towards the family environment. A female singer 
who participated in official concert life, on the other hand, had to assume the 
stereotypical roles of angel, madonna or prostitute in order to separate her 
profession from established female roles in polite society. A female profes-
sional singer should preferably not be married, since in that case she served 
“two masters”.651 But there were exceptions: Swedish opera-singer Jenny 
Lind (1820–1887) was, during her career, twice engaged before she got mar-
ried. At the age of forty, when she had been married for approximately seven 
years, she stopped touring. Opera-singer Christina Nilsson (1843-1921) was 
during her fabulous career married twice, the second time to a Spanish 
count. At the age of forty-five, one year after this second marriage, she gave 
her farewell concert but continued to give recitals occasionally during the 
following six years.652  

In ancient Rome, a senator was not allowed to marry an actress or enter-
tainer.653 They were simply not respectable women. And, as I have shown, 
neither men nor women from the upper classes in Rome could work as pro-
fessional musicians, although men could receive more musical training than 
women, since their formal education continued for a longer period. For ex-
ample, the biological father of Statius’ stepdaughter was a famous singer.654 
In addition, the stage was reserved for professional male actors and musi-
cians with few exceptions. Instead of being able to become professional, a 
woman could play music at home and acquire basic musical skills, some-
thing that in fact made her appear more feminine and pleasing. Still, a re-
spected Roman woman always ran the risk of being seen as self-indulgent 
even if she overdid it merely in the slightest, differentiating her in this way 
from the men in her vicinity, who were able to make music for their own 
pleasure (although not at a professional level). A clear example is the step-
daughter of Statius, whose virtue and modesty were luckily greater than her 
talent and skill.655 
 
Another way to differentiate women in Rome who played music was to label 
them as “non-Roman”. Sorting them into “Gades-dancers” or wild and exot-
ic “Thracians” was an effective way to show respectable Roman women that 
leading a life as a professional musician was not for them – these creatures 

                               
651 Öhrström 1987, 187. 
652 Much has been written about these two women. For brief biographical overviews, see: 
www.jennylind.se; www.cnsallskapet.se. 
653 D. 23.2.44 pr. (Paulus) (see The Roman Law Library, http://droitromain.upmf-grenoble.fr/)  
654 Stat. Silv. 3.5.52-55. 
655 Stat. Silv. 3.5.66-67. 



 159

were really no Roman paragons.656 In 1978 Edward Said put forward the idea 
of orientalism as an opposition between the West and the Orient, including 
the concept of the other.657 In the ancient context, Ancient historian Benja-
min Isaac has suggested that the other could refer to “any group that is not 
part of the establishment, but is placed on the margin or periphery of society, 
or does not belong to it at all”.658 It could, for example, be women, slaves, the 
elderly, disfigured people and children. In this study the Gades-dancers, the 
Greek women, as well as other non-Romans, may be defined as the other. A 
more recent example, exhibiting similarities to the Roman attitudes towards 
the Gades-dancers, is when orientalism is made visual in operas, such as the 
French composer Saint Saëns’ Samson et Dalila (from 1877):659  

 
A prototypical narrative of orientalist opera: “Young, tolerant, brave, possi-
bly naïve, white-European tenor-hero intrudes, at risk of disloyalty to his own 
people and colonialist ethic, into mysterious, dark-skinned, colonized territo-
ry represented by alluring dancing-girls and deeply affectionate, sensitive lyr-
ic soprano, incurring wrath of brutal, intransigent tribal chieftain, bass or 
bass-baritone and bluntly obedient chorus of male savages.660  
 

In this opera an opposition of a “morally superior us and an appealing but 
dangerous them” is seen.661 The other is represented as a highly sexualized 
female, Dalila, who came to embody both temptation and threat. The allur-
ing dancing-girls in the opera are comparable to the Roman Gades-dancers, 
described as doing vulgar, tasteless performances, which on the other hand 
were apparently appreciated, since the dancers were requested to perform at 
different kinds of occasions, such as dinner parties or even at banquets of the 
emperor himself.  

The orientalist attitudes reflected in late nineteenth-century art and litera-
ture, where the above-mentioned opera belongs, were Western fantasies 
about the Orient, including women portrayed as desirable sexual objects, a 
topos obligé. These women displayed themselves in the roles of promiscuous 
concubines, who were sexually available and “dangerously desiring”, just 
like the Gades-dancers in the Roman texts, who with their exotic and erotic 
approach were differentiated from Roman women.662 Portraying the Gades-
                               
656 Regarding the Gades-girls, see Mart. 5.78.25-32, 6.71.1-2 and 14.203; Plin. Ep. 1.15; Stat. 
Silv. 1.6.67-74; Juv. 11.162-166. For the “Thracian” Chloe, see Hor. Carm. 3.9.9-12. 
657 Said 1991 (1978). The concept of the other was first put forward by Lacan and Freud 
(Cohen 2000, 6). 
658 Isaac 2004, 4. 
659 Discussed in an essay by Locke 1991. Orientalism, here defined according to Edward Said 
as a ”corporate institution for dealing with the orient – dealing with it by making statements 
about it, authorising views of it, describing it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it: in short, 
orientalism as a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the 
Orient” (Said 1991, 3).  
660 Locke 1991, 263. Further discussed in Born & Hesmondhalgh 2000, 8.  
661 Locke 1991, 263. 
662 Locke 1991, 269. 



 160 

dancers as the other would make it even harder for a respectable Roman 
woman to approach the world of entertainment without losing her honour. 

7.2 Master suppression techniques  
The Roman sources treating women’s music-making abound with examples 
where the male authors use what we would call master suppression tech-
niques in order to control women and make them understand their proper 
roles and places in the Roman gender order. ‘Master suppression techniques’ 
means the different ways for a group or an individual to manipulate other 
groups of people or individuals in order to maintain a certain established 
hierarchy or position. This could be done by (1) making invisible, (2) ridi-
culing, (3) withholding information, (4) Double bind (“damned if you do and 
damned if you don’t”), (5) heaping blame and putting to shame, (6) objecti-
fication and, lastly, (7) by physical violence and the threat of using it.663  

Music-making was added to descriptions of women in the sources as both 
a positive and negative underpinning, in order to improve or denigrate a 
woman’s reputation. The use of master suppression techniques is strongly 
linked to fears and in the Roman context there was so much implied by per-
forming music, and its being connected to the destruction of the Roman gen-
der order. Firstly, a woman who played too well risked being admired for 
that, gaining public attention and consequently taking a step outside her role 
of a respectable Roman woman, as Sempronia did. The public arena, as well 
as public attention, was reserved for men. Great skill in making music would 
also indicate that she had had a professional training, and, according to both 
written and un-written laws, a respectable women could never become a 
professional. Secondly, a woman could arouse unexpected erotic feelings in 
an audience with her music-making, turning her into a seductress.664 The 
Roman patriarchal system, consequently, had a great deal to control and 
safeguard in order to keep the gender order intact. 

How master suppression techniques were used depended on the social set-
ting. In order to take control, the male Roman authors in this study used a 
great variety, such as blaming and shaming (hinting at immoral lifestyles 
that might have been associated with musical practices), ridiculing (the ri-
diculous behaviour of the ‘groupies’ in Juvenal, or the descriptions of wom-
en of too old an age and ugliness), objectifying (labelling a woman as non-
Roman in order to create a distance between her and respectable Roman 
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women, or speaking about their looks), and making invisible (there is scarce-
ly a mention of women making music in the ancient sources, although it was 
conceivably quite common; or the need for covering draperies during a mu-
sical performance by a woman).  
 Negative attitudes towards new types of instruments with elaborate shapes 
and different sounds was something that already occupied Plato.665 His ideas 
echoed among Roman authors centuries later.666 So-called “many-noted” 
instruments were considered as decadent – something for women to handle 
(see 3.5). They were not for a Roman man, concerned about old Roman tra-
ditional ideas about courage, manliness and control and needing traditional 
instruments and songs in an equally manly style. New music in Rome was 
written about in negative terms for the possibility of its effeminizing a man. 
It was not even suitable for a modest girl, Quintilian wrote, although girls, 
inferior in status to men, were determined to play instruments of inferior 
status.667  

Accusations of immoral behaviour were frequent among the Roman elite 
in order to exercise control over its own members and justify its privileged 
position. Immorality implied a lack of self-control, shamelessness and libidi-
nousness. A high moral standing preoccupied the elite and was often used as 
a factor to differentiate elite people from the lower classes. It was also an 
effective weapon for slandering somebody. To accuse someone of lack of 
morals was part of the political rhetoric, frequently used by orators like Cice-
ro, seen, for example, in his attacks on Clodia.668 Her musical activities, fre-
quenting musical parties and concerts, are negatively presented in the 
speech, and she is accused of being sexually too extravert, leading the life of 
a prostitute.669 

Sempronia was apparently too conspiciuous as a musician. To do what 
she did, playing music too well combined with political activities, was a 
clear violation of the social codes expected of a high-ranking woman. Her 
behaviour evidently evoked such revulsion in her own circles that Sallust felt 
obliged to slander this most noble woman in his description of her. Not only 
was she too adept at music-making, she also ignored important Roman val-
ues like chastity and modesty, pursuing men more often than they pursued 
her.670  

Juvenal also felt the need to react when he saw “respectable” women be-
having like ‘groupies’. He ridiculed them and portrayed them as vulgar.671 
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Judging from Juvenal’s reactions, these women were obviously too extravert 
for what the Roman gender order could stand. 
 
As seen above, young aristocratic women in nineteenth-century Europe who 
performed within the musical salons of the period were judged by their beau-
ty and skills. Their music-making, especially piano-playing, served to en-
hance their physical beauty to that they might find a husband.672 Consequent-
ly, youth and music went well together, as long as the talents dispayed did 
not surpass the appropriate modesty of the woman in question, and when the 
music itself was of the right kind. As long as you were young, it was cus-
tomary to occupy yourself with musical activities. Older women who played 
music, on the other hand, were rather badly treated in the Roman sources. 
For example, Lyce was told to quit her “tremulous” singing since she had 
become too old for it, and no “sex-god” (Cupid) would pay attention to her 
anymore.673 Chloris also was recommended by Horace to stop “frisking with 
young girls” and to play the cithara, since she was approaching the time of 
her death. It would be more proper for her to engage in working with wool. 
The unmarried girls, on the other hand, could continue their practices.674 As 
expressed by contemporary theory, Horace heaps blame on both Chloris and 
Lyce and puts them to shame by ridiculing their old age and ugliness. 
Through commenting on their bodies and their ageing in terms of wrinkles 
and yellow teeth, he turns them into objects. He also makes them invisible 
by comparing them with those younger, beautiful women who were more 
suited to perform: the beautiful Chia, in the bloom of her youth, and the 
younger women, referred to as the “shining stars” in the passage on Chloris. 
According to Horace the latter could gladly continue to perform their music. 

When a woman had finally found a husband, partly thanks to her musical 
skills and other cultivated talents, it was expected that she should abandon 
her musical practices.675 This corresponds with the situation for upper-class 
women of the nineteenth century. Their moral qualities and those of the 
puellae Romanae had to be stronger than their musical talents.  

A way to control Roman women’s sexuality and their bodies was to mar-
ry off girls at an early age. In this way, the young women were not merely 
differentiated from their husbands in terms of education and life experience, 
as noted above; by an early marriage, a woman’s sexuality was tied to home 
and family life at an early stage of life, preventing the young women from 
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any sexual experimentation with any others apart from their future hus-
bands.676  

Musicologist Sheila Whiteley, in her studies on contemporary pop music, 
has stated that “age is critical to the identity of both performers and musical 
genres”. There is, according to her, a significant dividing line between 
youthful attraction and to be “over the hill”.677 In short this implies that pop 
music is closely associated with youth, at least when it comes to being visi-
ble and performing in public. As an example, the ability of 45-year old Ma-
riah Carey has been doubted by the Sony label manager, LA Reid: “To even 
be on the radio at this point in her career is a huge accomplishment, because 
radio doesn't cater to veteran artists or legends”, he says.678 And a major Brit-
ish radio station says “the Material Girl [Madonna, 57 years old)] is too old 
for its audience. She might not like being a rock-and-roll dowager, but she's 
not a victim of ageism. She's a victim of life”.679 It may also be observed that 
it is not only youth that is of interest but also looks, as notable also in the 
Roman sources. It is impossible to say whether Lyce and Chloris played and 
sang what we would call “popular music” of their days, but a situation com-
parable to the one in the study of Whitely, as well as in the examples above, 
is clear.  

Another example derives from a non-Western context of the 90s. In Zulu 
society a strict code specified that married women should stop playing the 
musical bow, since it was associated with courtship, in which the music-
making could be used to express desire for someone, or to assert availability 
for a romance or marriage. Here, women took the more active part and com-
posed love songs which they sang to their own accompaniment with their 
musical bows.680 This is analogous to the cases of Lyce and Chloris, older 
women who ought to abandon playing. Chloris was urged to stop playing the 
cithara, an instrument requiring a high skill and great use of the body, which 
could be both tempting and demanding – nothing an older woman should 
indulge in. On the other hand a cross-cultural study of the 1980s concluded 
that women, when they had lost their sexual potency, might have an oppor-
tunity to “reverse the balance of a lifetime”.681 Older women could actually 
gain in power and status by continuing to perform. Transferred to the an-
cient, Roman period, this could explain the possibility for Quadratilla to act 
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in the way she did, leading her own pantomime troupe at the age of 79. 682 On 
the other hand, she carefully kept this interest well away from her family, 
sending her grandson off when it was time for a performance.683  

The labelling of women musicians as “non-Roman” was another tech-
nique for slandering women, even if musicians appearing in Rome were 
sometimes naturally of another origin. Juvenal gave a concrete example of 
this in his satires, when he described a performance by the Gades-dancers, a 
sight that, according to him, respectable women would blush to watch.684 
Here he uses master suppression techniques on two levels: against the 
Gades-women, describing their shows as immoral, but also towards the re-
spectable women who were watching (or not), diminishing their ability to 
decide for themselves what they could experience or not. They are being 
presented as the weaker sex, and thus are differentiated from men.  

Pliny, in his turn, made a comparison between the kind of sophisticated 
dinner entertainment he would offer to a friend in terms of a comic play, a 
reader or a lyra-player on the one hand, and the vulgar performance of girls 
from Gades offered at a dinner of his rival on the other, putting the Gades-
girls into an inferior position. 

When it came to the Greek-styled musician, the Romans incorporated the 
Greek culture step by step into their own, sometimes without really under-
standing it. References to young Roman women taking part in “dirty” Ionian 
dancing, as well as women trying to behave and look like Greek women, can 
be seen as expressions of an ambition to take control over the unknown by 
master suppression techniques, by ridiculing and heaping blame on those 
women who wanted to adopt a Greek style.685 

7.3 The power of music 

Music presents an occasion of conflict between discipline and desire that 
seems not only irreconcilable but also inexplicable. A musician may disci-
pline voice, fingers, breath, and mind in order to attain control over them in 
musical performance, but the performance itself may evoke undisciplined, 
frenzied emotions in those who hear it.686  

 
The power of music, i.e. the way music actually affected people’s minds and 
feelings in Rome, is not possible for us to comprehend today since the music 
itself is gone as well as the people. The notion that music affects us was, 
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however, already familiar in antiquity. I have above (see 3.5) introduced the  
thoughts about the power of music in Greek philosophers such as Plato and 
Aristoxenus which were transferred to Rome by authors like Quintilian and 
Cicero.687 Listening to the right kind of music in order to make oneself a  
morally better person, as well as ideas about music as gendered and differ-
ently suited to women and men, was pointed out as important (at least at a 
philosophical level). Certainly ordinary Romans, too, were aware of such 
notions although more or less unreflectingly, as we today choose to listen to 
different kinds of music depending of mood and context. Plato treated the 
concept of ethos in music, how by listening to certain kinds of music people 
were influenced by it in different ways.688 Music was potentially dangerous 
and too seductive for man’s best interests, which is why, I would suggest, 
women were not allowed to play in public or too well, and why their music-
making became such an important part of the gender order.  

Music possesses a unique capacity to channel feelings and desires. The 
way it affects people differs, depending on different contexts and social 
meaning.689 It has a great deal to do with what kind of music you are familiar 
with, since music is always connected to certain circumstances and associat-
ed with different memories, varying owing to factors such as the period in 
history and different social and spatial contexts.690 What seems to be com-
mon throughout history is that we are affected by rhythm, naturally so, since 
rhythms are connected to the heartbeat.691 A faster rhythm arouses feelings in 
the body, as was the case in Roman ecstatic cults where percussion instru-
ments were of crucial importance. Susan McClary put it like this:  

Indeed music is a powerful social and political practice precisely because in 
drawing on metaphors of physicality, it can cause listeners to experience their 
bodies in new ways […].692 

 
By listening to music people can perceive their bodies in unexpected ways. 
Arguably music can also make people do things they would not have done if 
they had not listened to a particular kind of music. This fact could be a con-
tributing cause for the negative Roman attitudes towards certain types of 
instrument in the hands of women, such as the percussion instruments which 
were used to mark the beat and which could easily produce an ecstatic at-
mosphere. It also explains attitudes to the sound of the tibiae, which were 
thought of as having the ability to “speak” and to create both strong and re-
vealing sounds. A respectable Roman woman was not supposed to arouse 
                               
687 Quint. Inst. 1.10.31 and 33; Cic. Leg. 2.15.38-39. 
688 See Pl. Resp. 397-401b. 
689 McClary 2002, 21. 
690 Alerby & Ferm 2005, 179. 
691 See, for example, Wimny & Weidenfeller 1963; Landreth & Landreth 1974; Lundqvist et 
al. 2009. 
692 McClary 2002, 25. 
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any excited feelings in other men than her husband, and consequently the 
kinds of instruments mentioned needed to be avoided.  

When you examine the Roman sources on music, the frequent references 
to eroticism and immorality make it obvious that sexuality is a key factor.693 
The controlling of women’s sexuality through master suppression tech-
niques, making it stay witihin the family and married life, in order also to 
secure the important Roman family line, was important. The offspring need-
ed to be legitimate. A woman was not supposed to act in any alluring way in 
front of other men, which she could risk doing by playing music in public, as 
Sempronia or Clodia did. If the music a woman played was too equilibristic, 
i.e. included too many tones and intricate rhythms (according to the philoso-
phers), it implied a risk that the men in the audience would get too exited, 
that the atmosphere would turn suspect, and that the woman in question 
would behave immorally and appear sexually available.694 Older women like 
Chloris and Lyce were told to renounce their cithara-playing and singing 
since they were too old for it. Their time for a sexually active life was over 
in the eyes of the Romans.695  

During the Renaissance there was a widespread belief that music en-
hanced women’s attractiveness and that music therefore played a large part 
in seduction, if it was not put under strict control by men.696 The Italian cour-
tier and writer Baldassare Castiglione (1478–1529), count of Casatico, dealt 
with subjects of morality and proper behaviour in his Il Cortegiano. He ar-
gued that a woman should not move in the dance with too much force and 
energy, when dancing and playing music music, and when playing should 
choose instruments suited to her purpose (i.e. not drums, fifes or trumpets), 
since otherwise it could be devasting for the ideal woman and her aura of 
modesty. She should also dress properly for dancing and music-making, in 
order not to radiate any frivolity.697 Still, there are examples from the period 
of Castiglione where music, as part of the education of the daughters of the 
aristocracy, was clearly officially sanctioned. For instance, in a letter to her 
relative, Duke Ottavio Farnese, Marquesse Gerolama Farnese-Sanvitale re-
quested that she be allowed to keep the duke’s court musicians at her palace 
for a month or so in order to instruct her daughter, Margarita.698 

There were also writers of his period who defended women performers, 
but they did it in a way that still focused on men. It was all about men’s re-

                               
693 See, for example, Cic. Cael. 15.11-14, Off. 1.42; Hor. Carm. 2.11.21-24, 2.12.13-20, 
3.6.21-26, 3.9.9-12, 15.1-5 and 13-16; Ep. 1.14.24-26; Juv. Sat. 6.379-84, 11.162-166; Livy, 
39.6.8; Mart. Ep. 6.71.1-2, 14.63, 14.202; Ov. Ars am. 3.315-20, 327-328 and 349-350; Am. 
2.4.25-32, 2.11.31-32; Polyb. Hist. 14.11.4, 31.25.4; Prop. 2.1.9-12, 2.3.17-22, 4.8.39-40; 
Quint. Inst. 1.10.31; Sall. Cat. 25.1-4; Sen. Tranq. 7.32.3. 
694 See McClary 2002, 151. 
695 Sall. Cat. 25.1-4; Cic. Cael. 15.11-14; Hor. Carm. 3.15.1-5, 13-16 and 4.13.1-2.  
696 Austern 1994, 57. 
697 Castiglione 1980, 215. 
698 McIver 2006, 121, note 51. 
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sponse to women’s music and about women as sources of men’s inspiration 
and pleasure.699  

The power of music explains why music-making by respectable women 
in Rome needed to be controlled, otherwise their uncontrolled sexuality 
would be expressed in their music-making and consequently ruin their hon-
our. On the other hand men could happily listen to performances by courte-
sans or professional women musicians, since thus no harm could be done to 
their reputations.  

                               
699 Austern 1994, 58 and 61. 
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8. PULLING UP THE CURTAIN 

The principal aim of my study has been to explore attitudes emerging from 
the patriarchal society of Rome towards women’s music-making in the Late 
Republic and Early Empire (c. 120 BC-130 AD), using gender theory sup-
plemented with intersectional analysis and comparative material from more 
recent periods of time.  

What I have shown is that Roman women could happily play music, even 
on a high level, and entertain in public, just as long as this was not a woman 
whom a Roman man of high rank was supposed to marry. Such a woman 
needed to be controlled in order to to preserve the honour of the family. This 
notion is encountered in morally conservative authors such as Sallust, Cice-
ro, Horace and Juvenal. The study has also shown that attitudes towards 
Roman women’s music-making depended to a large extent on literary genre 
and on the author’s personal approach, which makes such attitudes rather 
diverse and complex. Conservative writers used master suppression tech-
niques in order to slander women who played music in public, which was a 
way to take control over the gender order. However, women continued play-
ing in spite of such efforts, as is shown by the sources. Unfortunately Roman 
women’s musical history has not been preserved for posterity to the same 
extent as men’s, since women’s music-making was of less interest in en-
hancing them in the writings of the Roman authors, if it was not to criticize 
them. Music-making that went against Roman ideals about femininity, such 
as public music performances, women who became too skilled, or who 
played “unacceptable” instruments, as well as those women who continued 
to play when older, attracted the especial annoyance of some Roman writers.  

These authors demonstrate to us that a respectable Roman woman who 
played music skillfully risked being looked upon as promiscuous, since pro-
fessional musicians were of an inferior status in society and not for respecta-
ble women to be associated with. At the same time it was considered proper 
to acquire some knowledge of music and to be able to play a little for house-
hold purposes since music belonged to cultural education, or at least it came 
to do so over time. In the Late Republic, attitudes towards women’s educa-
tion were negative since it still appeared as novel to the Romans. In this pe-
riod the Roman people were occupied in defining themselves against other 
people in times of conquest. The wars with, and conquest of, Greek Sicily 
and Macedon were still fresh in the memories of the Romans, which is why 
Greek customs were looked upon with scepticism by some authors.  
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But this is not the whole truth. There was not only one way of looking at 
women’s music-making. The love poets were more open-minded than, for 
example, the historians of the Late Republic, or a satirist like Juvenal later. 
The former appreciated musical skills in a woman and even praised them, no 
matter what her social status.  

An analysis including intersectional parameters of gender, social status, 
age and ethnicity (“non-Roman”) has demonstrated that these worked to-
gether to control how women in Rome preferably should preferably make 
music. Firstly, considering the gender aspect, being a woman with the ambi-
tion to become a better musician naturally required plenty of practice, some-
thing which was hard to achieve, since when a girl got married taking part in 
any formal education needed to come to an end. If we also add status to gen-
der, certain ways of making music, as well as using certain musical instru-
ments, were accepted for some kinds of women but not others. A prostitute, 
for example, could perform in public and play the tibiae, as well as move her 
body seductively along with the playing. Her social status was thus in har-
mony with the instrument and its characteristics. A “low-status woman” was 
already oppressed from birth, and for her music could be a strengthening 
factor. Achieving musical skill could actually give her a higher social status, 
both among the group of musicians where she belonged, but also in the eyes 
of an audience. No matron of senatorial rank is described as playing the tibi-
ae in the sources; these instruments simply did not belong to their sphere and 
social status. Instead, softer, more pleasant-sounding instruments like the 
lyra as an accompaniment to singing were preferred, too, as the most com-
mon way to make music. 

Generally a young age was preferred for a woman musician. If an older, 
established matron played music, this was not well regarded, because of the 
seductive character of music. Women should neither for biological reasons, 
nor by appearing in public, seem alluring at an older age. Consequently, if 
you were an older woman of high social status, there were only small oppor-
tunities to continue musical practices, unless you were Quadratilla, who was 
of such advanced age and dignity that she chose for herself what to do or 
not, regardless of any man. 

A non-Roman woman could never wholeheartedly be a respected Roman, 
even if an exotic twist might be used in order to gain reputation as an artist. 
A non-Roman musician was of inferior social rank right from the start and 
regarded as “the other”. Additionally, performers of a different ethnic back-
ground, here exemplified by the Gades-dancers, were described as vulgar, 
and Greek women with their musical and cultural practices were not some-
thing to imitate for a respectable Roman woman in the eyes of conservative 
Roman authors. 

Over time, during the period treated here, gradual changes in the attitudes 
towards the possibility for women to play music and perform in public be-
come visible. At the beginning of the examined period a stronger resistance 
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towards certain musical genres, such as the new musical influences from 
Asia and Greece, is discernible, resulting in debates on the subject. In the 
same period it is also notable that women performing music were connected 
to a world of debauchery, including parties and committing adultery. We 
never really read about women musicians treated sympathetically, unless the 
woman concerned was someone’s lover, since music-making then appears to 
have been not only permitted but also appreciated, as seen in the love poets.  

On the other hand, if we move towards the end of the period, music-
making was more accepted and integrated to a higher degree in Roman civic 
life. A woman making music within the family sphere is now looked upon 
positively, since it could attach a positive aura to the familia and the pater 
familias himself. Music-making was now something you could talk of open-
ly, as Pliny did in his letter about the musical skills of Calpurnia. This is an 
important point, since his letters were actually written in order to create a 
favourable image of himself, and a musically talented wife was apparently 
included in this picture.  

This change in attitude arouse from a larger appreciation of Greek culture 
and education, making women participants at dinners and their musical ac-
tivities no longer as controversial. This later period offers no texts about 
women who might have broken the conventions by acting and performing in 
public in a “bad” manner, and where ‘music-making’ becomes an invective 
term. Of course, we have Juvenal’s satires portraying upper-class women as 
‘groupies’, but that may be seen rather as an expression of how common 
women’s music-making had become.  

During the first century AD and onwards we can clearly see how music-
making women appear more frequently in different sources (for instance, 
women playing musical instruments are depicted on sarcophagi and on fu-
nerary epitaphs, showing that musical talents were valued positively). The 
existing literary examples concerning well-behaved upper-class women 
playing music are all of a later date than those pointing out music-making 
women as depraved. This clearly shows that the attitudes towards women’s 
music-making did change over time. On the other hand, in order to keep the 
gender order the musical skills of a woman could never be allowed to sur-
pass her modesty and virtue  
 
Setting the attitudes in the male sources aside for a moment, what was it 
actually like for women musicians? Conjecturally, a certain pride must have 
been encountered among those who actually had music as an employment, 
such as actors, musicians, dancers and courtesans. Also from the audience’s 
point of view musicians must have been respected and appreciated, even if 
the law prevented persons of higher rank from working as musicians them-
selves. Appreciation is clearly discernible also among the love poets when 
they describe the talents of their mistresses: Cynthia and Corinna playing the 
lyra, Chloe impressing with her cithara, and Chia who was good at psallere. 
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A bad reputation surrounded the Gades-dancers. Their performances were 
usually considered vulgar and unwanted. On the other hand their perfor-
mances were required and apparently appreciated, even by the emperor, 
since these dancers were hired to perform at numerous dinners and banquets.  

We can be fairly sure that women in general, i.e. non-professionals, made 
music either through singing or by playing instruments in their homes. What 
they chose to play must have been more a question of access to instruments 
than anything else. Such music-making must not necessarily have been qual-
itatively on a lower level compared to (male) public performances. “By ac-
cepting and fulfilling these special gender-identified roles (women making 
music at home, men in public), women contributed significantly to musical 
culture”, to use the words of musicologists Jane Bowers and Judith Tick.700 
Women’s musical history needs to be further explored and given the same 
status as that of men. While men’s musical performances have taken place in 
the open, easily accessible to the public and thereby brought into the history 
books, women have instead, for example, been responsible for transferring a 
musical tradition to children via music-making in the home. It is important 
not to forget that.  

In order to continue to visualize Roman women’s music-making, it will 
be of importance further to consider iconographic as well as epigraphic 
sources, so as to illuminate better other groups of women, too, than those 
considered here. Through the ancient texts we sense male, upper-class atti-
tudes, where women of the authors’ own social strata are depicted. Addition-
al sources must be consulted in order to nuance the picture of the Roman 
woman’s music-making shown here. 

This study has shown that we need to leave the previously predominant 
notion of stereotypical roles of women’s music-making in Rome. Instead we 
must open up a more complex picture, recognizing that different authors in 
various literary genres contribute diverse perspectives, aspects such as gen-
der, status, age and ethnicity all give their share to this investigations to form 
a multi-faceted picture of what Roman women’s music-making actually 
looked like. I trust that I have contributed in this way to an improved under-
standing of the important and rather neglected field of women and music in 
the Roman Late Republican and Early Imperial periods, as well as having 
added something to Roman women’s social history more generally. In addi-
tion, I hope to have demonstrated some of the outdated structures that have 
affected the way we have regarded music-making women from antiquity 
onwards.  

Sempronia must be looked upon as a predecessor to all these women in 
musical history, as well as being a role model for future women musicians 
who withstand patriarchal structures and play music for their own pleasure in 
the way they desire themselves.  

                               
700 Bowers & Tick 1987, 13 (my brackets). 
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SUMMARY 

This study explores attitudes towards women’s music-making in Rome dur-
ing the Late Republic and Early Empire (c. 120 BC – 130 AD), as expressed 
by Roman authors from diverse genres such as love poetry, satire, letters, 
historiography, biography, rhetoric and philosophy. The texts are studied 
from an intersectional perspective, where analysis of gender, social status, 
age and ethnicity are of importance in order to explain the various attitudes. 
Gender-theoretical models of differentiation, implementation of hierarchy 
and master suppression techniques, are used to explain the need for control-
ling the Roman gender order and women’s behaviour. The study demon-
strates that the traditional view, that women musicians were considered ei-
ther prostitutes or – in the best case – idle matrons with a certain amout of 
musical education, needs to be much more nuanced, and that the attitudes 
were more complex than has previously been assumed.  

Some literary genres and authors, in fact, show a positive attitude to 
women’s musical talents: among the love poets, but also among writers of 
other genres, an appreciation of women’s music-making is encountered, at 
least as long as it is performed on “appropriate” instruments and in accord-
ance with the social status of the woman in question. The musical skills were 
not well appreciated if they surpassed what was appropriate in terms of 
modesty and virtue.  

It is considered appropriate for a young woman, who is about to get mar-
ried to display musical talent. This enhances her beauty and attractiveness in 
the eyes of a husband-to-be. Conversely, older women who played music are 
ridiculed as unrespectable. The labelling of women musicians in Rome as 
“non-Roman” could be another way of differentiating non-respectable from 
respectable women. Such labelling could also serve to evoke “exotic” attrac-
tion, or for an artist to require a certain status or a sense of belonging. 

The results obtained from the ancient Roman sources are further aug-
mented by comparison with more recent periods in music history, displaying 
a long tradition of rather similar attitudes as a result of patriarchal structures. 
In seventeenth-century Italy, in the midst of the Italian opera wave and with 
rising stars such as Barbara Strozzi, the Pope Innocent XI tried in an edict to 
prohibit women from learning and performing music, since this would be 
injurious to their proper modesty and it would distract them from the matters 
and occupations that were considered suitable. In the twenty-first century 
world-leading women musicians such as Madonna and Mariah Carey are 
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publicly warned by critics not to perform further, in order not to shame 
themselves through their age. 

By considering the patriarchal nature of Roman society and its implica-
tions for women’s positions, the structures prohibiting or encouraging wom-
en to make music becomes vivid. Both women and music needed to be con-
trolled: music, because its power was unpredictable and could evoke unex-
pected feelings and behavior in a person, and women since, the important 
Roman family line needed to be protected.  
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SAMMANFATTNING 

Denna studie analyserar attityder till kvinnors musicerande i Rom under 
senrepubliken respektive tidig kejsartid (ca 120 f. Kr – 130 e. Kr.). Ro-
merska författare från olika genrer, såsom kärlekspoesi, satir, brev, historie-
skrivning, biografi, retorik och filosofi utgör källmaterialet. Texterna stude-
ras ur ett intersektionellt perspektiv, där kategorierna genus, social status, 
ålder och etnicitet är av betydelse för att förstå författarnas attityder, med en 
tillämpning av de genusteoretiska begreppen isärhållning (differentiation), 
hierarkisering (implementation of hierarchy) och härskartekniker (master 
suppression techniques). Resultaten belyses vidare av exempel ur senare 
tiders musikhistoria, vilka påvisar en kontinuitet av seglivade attityder och 
strukturer, beroende av en patriarkal maktordning. Studien visar också att 
attityder till kvinnors musikutövande var mycket mer komplexa än vad man 
tidigare menat. Den traditionella synen på den kvinnliga musikern som an-
tingen prostituerad eller amatörmusicerande överklassdam med finkulturell 
bildning, måste nyanseras. I studiet av källmaterialet växer nämligen ett bro-
kigt spektrum av attityder fram, även om de alla, mer eller mindre, är fär-
gade av den Romerska genusordningen som kontrollerade kvinnors göromål 
i stort och smått.   

Studien inleds med en introduktion till Roms musikliv under perioden, 
liksom till synen på nya musikaliska influenser som introducerades i Rom 
under övergången från mellan- till senrepublik, samt under den augusteiska 
perioden. Denna diskussion visar att musikutövande kunde betraktas som 
feminiserande för en man om det utfördes på “fel” sätt, enligt de romerska 
författarna. Den visar också att kvinnor under dessa perioder gavs en mer 
framträdande plats i musiklivet. 

Vidare behandlas genuskodning av instrument, i syfte att undersöka 
huruvida vissa instrument hanterades oftare av kvinnor samt ansågs mer eller 
mindre passande för dem. Psaltriae, motsvarigheten till dagens ”singer-
songwriters” där man sjöng och ibland kompade sig själv på ett strängin-
strument (oftast lyra), eller bara spelade på stränginstrument, visade sig vara 
både det vanligaste sättet för romerska kvinnor att musicera på samt även det 
mest respektabla. Kvinnor spelade också ibland det mer avancerade lyrin-
strumentet cithara, trots att det klassats som ett ”mansinstrument” på grund 
av dess förhållandevis stora storlek, kraftfulla ton, tekniska komplexitet men 
också på grund av ren tradition. Harpor, tibiae och slagverk var däremot 
inget för respektabla kvinnor att traktera, då dessa instrument associerades 
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med erotiska och extatiska kontexter, vilka inte ansågs passande för en 
kvinna av rang att sammankopplas med 

Vissa litterära genrer, liksom vissa enskilda författare, var mer positiva 
till kvinnors musicerande än andra. Bland kärlekspoeterna, men också hos 
författare från andra genrer, såsom Plinius, Statius och Plutarkos, kan man se 
en stor uppskattning av kvinnors musikalitet. En kvinnas redan goda kvali-
téer kunde förstärkas av musicerande och ge ett kultiverat och välartat in-
tryck. Det var dock viktigt att en musikalisk skicklighet inte överskuggade 
kvinnans modesta och oskuldsfulla sidor. Om en kvinna spelade för bra eller 
offentligt ser man hur författare, med en konseervativ moralisk hållning, 
använder det berömvärda musicerandet i syfte att smutskasta kvinnan ifråga 
och visa att detta inte var acceptabelt ur den romerska genusordningens syn-
vinkel. Den romerska ambivalensen, synlig inom många olika fält, är mycket 
påtaglig i fråga om attityder till musikutövande, och det är svårt att förstå var 
den exakta gränsen låg för vad som kunde anses tillåtet eller ej, i vilka sam-
manhang och när.  

Musikutövande också var kopplat till en kvinnas ålder, och här premiera-
des ungdom. Unga kvinnor i giftasvuxen ålder (tonåringar) porträtteras som 
musikaliskt talangfulla på samma gång som de prisas för sin ungdomliga 
skönhet. Musikalitet kunde således ses som attraktivt, och att uppträda at-
traktivt var inget för en äldre, gift kvinna enligt flera författare. Därför ser 
man hur äldre kvinnor som ändå försöker sig på att spela musik och indirekt 
förföra, förlöjligas och hånas för detta i texterna.  

Att benämna professionella kvinnliga musiker i Rom som ”icke-
Romerska” kunde vara ett sätt att särskilja dem från romerska respektabla 
kvinnor och det beteende som förväntades av dem. Däri ingick inte att vara 
proffsmusiker. Men detta benämnande var inte enbart ett sätt att generera 
främlingskap. Det kunde också ge en exotisk och spännande framtoning till 
en musiker samt associeras med vissa färdigheter, såsom dansöserna från 
Gades vilka sammankopplades med akrobatiskt utmanande dans till ackom-
panjemang av diverse slagverk. Att skaffa sig ”artistnamn” kunde även vara 
ett sätt för musikern själv att erhålla en högre status och känna tillhörighet 
med andra musiker inom samma genre.  

Det genusteoretiska persektivet ger nytt ljus åt ovan nämnda resultat. När 
man tar hänsyn till den patriarkala struktur som genomsyrade det romerska 
samhället är det lättare att se hur den förhindrade kvinnor att spela musik på 
någon högre nivå eller i offentligheten, eftersom genusordningen då kunde 
rubbas. Både kvinnor och musiken själv behövde kontrolleras av den patri-
arkala strukturen eftersom musik är oberäknelig och kan väcka oväntade 
känslor och beteenden hos människor. Musik kan ha en förförisk inverkan, 
och på grund av det kunde inte kvinnor tillåtas att uppträda inför andra män 
av rädsla att den viktiga romerska släktlinjen skulle äventyras. 
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